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ABSTRACT 
Relatively little research has examined what motivates people to make the choice to 
become involved with drugs, how drug involvement becomes a salient feature of those 
individuals’ lives, the consequence for their identity, and how these vary by race/ethnicity, 
class, gender and residential location. Inspired by Bourdieu and emerging criminological 
research utilizing his framework, and in concert with insights from narrative criminology, I 
fill a gap in the literature I provide a nuanced examination of the intersecting influences of 
race/ethnicity, class, gender, and residential location on the development of a drug using or 
dealing identity. Sixty current or former users and dealers were interviewed across two 
research sites. Semi-structured life-history interviews were used to elicit narratives from 
participants.  
I find participants pull from multiple subculturally available identities to construct 
their own personal narrative identities and that these identities vary by user, dealer, 
race/ethnicity, class, gender, and residential location. Drug users could call on a variety of 
identities and the most commonly presented ones among my sample included “party”, 
“responsible drug user”, “super mom”, or “failing mom” identities. Those from Two Rivers 
more commonly constructed a party identity, while it was more common for those from 
Winterton City to construct one of the later identities. Dealers often called on one of three 
identities. Those from Two Rivers could be considered “good time dealers” while those from 
Winterton City were more apt to construct a “hustler” or “survivor” identity in relation to 
their dealing. I provide evidence that deviant identities are not situationally constructed and 
enacted. Instead, deviant behaviors are incorporated into an individual’s pre-existing identity 
and are shaped by important markers of social identity. I suggest this identification with drug 
vii 
involvement becomes important for an individual’s sense of identity with effects for deviant 




CHAPTER 1.   INTRODUCTION: DRUG USE, TRADE AND WHY THEY DO IT 
 
Despite years of the “war on drugs” and various drug reduction programs, rates of 
cannabis, cocaine, ecstasy, heroin, methamphetamine, and hallucinogen use among high 
school students have stayed relatively stable between 1991 and 2017 (CDC 2017), and 
similar stability exists among the general population (NIDA 2015). Between 2002 and 2013, 
the percentage of Americans using illicit drugs at least monthly had increased from 8.2% to 
9.4%, equating to approximately 24.6 million adults who used drugs semi-regularly or 
regularly (NIDA 2015). Cannabis is the most commonly used illicit drug among adults with 
nearly 32% of young adults (18-25) having used cannabis one or more times in the past year 
(Salas-Wright et al. 2015). Perhaps most urgent, a “crises” or “epidemic” around the use of 
opioids has become a national health concern and roughly 115 people in the U.S. die each 
day from opioid overdose (CDC 2016). In addition, the total societal cost of prescription 
opioid abuse in 2013 was estimated at 78.5 billion dollars (Florence et al. 2016). Moreover, 
there are numerous negative health consequences associated with drug dependence, such as 
emotional difficulties (Altschuler and Brounstein 1991; Centers and Weist 1998), 
psychological disorders, disease, and overdose (Degenhardt and Hall 2012).  
Drug use and addiction can have significant personal and societal costs associated 
with it. Drug use is associated with contact with the criminal justice system (Walters 2014), 
violent crime (Krug et al. 2002; DeLisi et al. 2015), non-violent crime (White et al. 2002), 
fighting with a group (DeLisi, Vaughn and Salas-Wright 2015), intimate partner violence 
(Moore et al. 2008), prostitution (Yacoubian et al. 2001), participation in gangs (Hill et al. 
1999; Olate, Salas-Wright and Vaughn 2012), as well as shoplifting and armed robbery 




the “drugs/crime nexus” and reveal the pervasive association between drugs and crime. 
Indeed, it is estimated between medical costs and lost quality of life drug-tangled crimes cost 
over 200 billion dollars each year (Miller et al. 2006).  
There is significant variability in adult drug users, both in terms of demographic 
characteristics and forms of use. Some use drugs early in adulthood occasionally before their 
usage drops off entirely, others can be considered occasional users, but their use persists into 
middle age, and some can be considered frequent users in early adulthood, but as they age 
their usage generally declines (Kertesz et al. 2012).1 Among adults, drug use is most 
commonly engaged in by young adults (18-25), and rates of use decline as people age (Chen 
and Kandel 1995). Drug use rates are lowest among Black young adults and highest among 
White young adults (18-25) (Vaughn et al. 2017). However, this difference flips at 
approximately 35 when Black individuals become more likely to use drugs than their White 
counterparts (French, Finkbiner and Duhamel 2002).  
Despite noticeable differences in dealers regarding dealing types and rates as well as 
demographic characteristics (Shook et al. 2011; Shook, Vaughn, and Salas-Wright 2013; 
Vaughn et al. 2015), those engaged in selling drugs tend to be male, engage in crime 
including violence, and smoke cannabis (Steinman 2005). Men are significantly more likely 
to sell drugs than their female counterparts (Denton and O’Malley 1999; Semple et al. 2011; 
Vuolo et al. 2014; Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriot 2016), however, increasing attention has 
been allocated to women’s roles in drug dealing in recent years (Denton and O’Malley 1999). 
While Black and White adolescent males are more likely to sell drugs than Asian or Latinx 
                                                
1 Trajectory analysis such as the one used by Kertesz et al. sacrifice individual variation in 
drug use to group individuals into trajectories. These are useful heuristics, but not meant to 




individuals (Steinman 2005), by adulthood there is no statistical difference in rates of dealing 
between people of different race or ethnic backgrounds when controlling for other relevant 
factors (Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2016). Participation in drug trade is associated with 
increased substance use, exposure to violence, weapon use, offending versatility, gang 
participation, delinquency, crime, and even death (Dembo et al. 1990; Fagan and Chin 1990; 
Moore 1990; Altschuler and Brounstein 1991; Black and Ricardo 1994; Stanton and 
Galbraith 1994; Li et al. 1994; Van Kammen and Loeber 1994; Li and Feigelman 1999; 
McCurley and Snyder 2008; Shook et al. 2011). Despite lack of clarity in the correlates of 
drug use and dealing, extant research on drug dealers has focused largely on urban people of 
color with attention to the structure and practice of dealing to the detriment of examining 
why people sell drugs and how it effects their conception of self (for examples see, Fagan 
1989; Jacobs, Topalli and Wright 2000, for exceptions see Bourgous 2003; Jacques and 
Wright 2016). Indeed, some have called for research on drug dealers that more specifically 
examines the influence of race and ethnicity in efforts to address this gap (Maher and Hudson 
2007; Floyd et al. 2010). 
A large body of research examines the social organization and mechanics of drug use 
and dealing (Adler and Adler 1983; Skolnick et al. 1990; Adler 1993; Dunlap and Johnson 
1996; Maher and Daly 1996; Jacobs and Miller 1998; Curtis and Wendel 2000; Jacobs, 
Topalli and Wright 2000; Topalli, Wright and Fornango 2002; Maher and Hudson 2007; 
Jacques 2010; Sandberg 2012; Fleetwood 2014; Jacques and Wright 2011; Hammersvik, 
Sandberg and Pedersen 2012; Jacques and Wright 2014; Hammersvik 2015). Comparatively 
less research has examined what motivates people to make the choice to become involved 




to what consequence for their identity. Indeed, after reviewing findings from a commissioned 
study on drug use, a Canadian senate committee noted their report had not, “answered the 
fundamental question of why people consume psychoactive substances, such as alcohol, 
drugs or medication”, and further noted they were, “surprised, given the quantity of studies 
conducted every year on drugs, that this area has not been researched adequately. It is almost 
as if the quest for answers to technical questions has caused science to lose sight of the basic 
issue!” (Nolin and Kenny 2003:17). This is an odd oversight as the criminological question, 
“Why did they do it?” has been a central focus since the field’s genesis (Maruna and Copes 
2005; Katz 1988). Additionally, criminological research on drug involvement suffers from a 
lack of comparisons to similarly offending persons from different racial and class 
backgrounds. Furthermore, research on deviant identity and decision making has tended to 
treat these processes as products of situated actions and motives, with heavy emphasis on 
structural context, and with little attention to how identities take shape over the life course as 
well as effect choice situationally and temporally adjacent to offending.  
As a result of these research oversights, suggestions as to the ways in which lived 
experience translates into deviant identity and decision making processes, specifically as they 
relate to beginning and sustaining long-term drug careers, are likely oversimplified. Such 
information will provide avenues of insight into drug prevention and rehabilitation efforts. 
Indeed, understanding motivations of individuals who use or sell drugs will allow 
practitioners to address the types of attitudes and beliefs that lend themselves to drug 
involvement (Pomazal and Brown 1977). The cost of not engaging in such research that can 
adequately address the antecedents of drug involvement not only negatively effects drug 




seems of central importance to go to the source and discuss with those who “do it” what their 
motivations are and what they get out of the choice to use or sell drugs. As Tutenges 
(2015:173) notes, “Drug users are exhaustively written and spoken about, yet they are rarely 
allowed to speak for themselves”. Consequently, it seems important to study the decision to 
become drug involved, how individuals incorporate their involvement into their identity and 
to what consequence.  
In sociology and criminology, there is ongoing interest in disentangling the way 
social structure and culture combine to inform identity and choice. Perhaps the most 
prominent sociologist to write in an attempt to reconcile structural and subjective approaches 
to understanding human action and interaction is Pierre Bourdieu. In this study, I draw on the 
work of Bourdieu (1977; 1984; 1986; 1989; 1990; 1993) to provide a theoretically framed 
explication of the motives and rationales for initiation and persistence in drug involvement 
through the examination of narratives of drug involvement. Second, and relatedly, I examine 
the differential influence of place and space, as well as interactions with significant others, on 
drug involvement as perceived by those involved. Third, I provide insight into how people 
construct a narrative identity in relation to drug involvement and how such an identity 
informs their choices regarding drug involvement, to some degree recasting Bourdieu’s ideas 
with insights from narrative criminology. Finally, I detail the ways in which drug 
involvement modifies individual dispositions and attitudes and how these changes persist 
temporally.  
Sandberg and Fleetwood (2016), narrative criminologists, note deviants construct 
identities that reflect early socialization and background, but have not adequately detailed the 




deviant identities via their habitus. Fleetwood (2016) taking direction from Bourdieu (1977; 
1990) develops the concept of “narrative habitus” suggesting a link between people’s 
narrative identity and their habitus. “Narratives” are cultural resources, they are stories that 
orient actors in social space and contextualize thought, action, and construct a “narrative 
identity” (Presser and Sandberg 2015). Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) concept of “habitus” calls 
attention to beliefs, dispositions and actions of individuals that are inculcated on them 
throughout life and are durable across time and transposable across situations. Inspired by 
Bourdieu and emerging criminological research utilizing this framework (Sandberg 2008), 
and in concert with insights from narrative criminology (Presser and Sandberg 2015; 
Sandberg and Fleetwood 2016), I detail some of the attitudes and beliefs which lend 
themselves to drug involvement, the ways in which people interpret their social context and 
background and how they believe it informs their drug involvement, the degree to which they 
embody a drug related identity, and how drug involvement modifies previously held attitudes 
and perceptions of self. By focusing attention to the ways in which people construct coherent 
narrative identities across the lifecourse, I show the choice to use drugs is initially motivated 
by previously held conceptions of self and attitudes towards drug use and how drug 
involvement acts as a resource to display and affirm such previously held perceptions of self. 
I discuss the various ways in which people interpret their objective conditions in influencing 
their drug involvement. Filling a gap in the literature, I provide a nuanced examination of the 
intersecting influences of race/ethnicity, class, gender, and residential location on the 
development of a drug using or dealing identity and the degree to which such identities are 




drug using identities are constitutively constructed, actively produced, and have real effects 





CHAPTER 2.   PREVIOUS LITERATURE: DRUG USE, TRADE AND IDENTITY 
Generally speaking, empirical research on substance use and abuse can be broken into 
three categories on the basis of level of analysis. Individual risk factors are idiosyncrasies of 
the individual such as personality, temperament or genetic predisposition. Interpersonal risk 
factors relate to the influences of others on an individual’s willingness to use drugs. 
Contextual risk factors relate to physical influences such as the availability of drugs, 
neighborhood disorganization, or less tangible environmental variables such as cultural 
norms (Wallace 1999; Sampson and Bean 2006). The following review of literature will 
touch on each of these three domains, how they may relate to motivations for drug use, and 
the meaning they bring to drug use and the development of a drug using identity.  
Drug Use, Motivations and Identity 
Relatively little research has examined expressed motivations for using drugs (Nolin 
and Kenney 2003), with research tending to focus on disadvantage or psychological co-
morbidity. Existing research concerning foreground and subjective motivations for drug use 
has noted that users find drug use as a way to unwind, enhance leisure activities, make 
normally boring chores such as yardwork more enjoyable, and to achieve desired goals 
(Hathaway 1997; Pearson 2001; Osbourne and Fogel 2008; Kerley, Copes and Griffin 2015). 
Yet, the question remains as to how these motivations become salient, and some would 
suggest individuals learn such motivations and rationales (Becker 1953, 1963; Sutherland 
1973; Akers et al. 1979; Akers and Lee 1996). Dembo et al. (1986) finds support for social 
learning theory and suggests young people’s drug use is most notably influenced by the 
frequency of parental drug use, while others have noted peer behavior and attitudes are 




Miller 1995; Ford 2008). Support for the link between social learning theory and drug use 
has been echoed by other researchers (Marcos, Bahr and Johnson 1986; Ellickson, Collins 
and Bell 2009), while many have noted having drug using peers predict drug use after 
controlling for temperamental influences such as self-control (Svensson 2003; Bohnert,  
Bradshaw and Latkin 2009). Moreover, scholars have noted the connection between thoughts 
and action. Indeed, neutralization theory posits people not only learn to use drugs from peers, 
friends, family and others, but they learn the motivations and neutralizations that allow for 
persistence in the behavior (Sykes and Matza 1957. Maruna and Copes 2005).  
 Techniques of neutralization allow deviants to neutralize the guilt that may be 
associated with their deviance (Sykes and Matza 1957), and are seen as constitutive of 
motivation. Indeed, Cressey (1953:94) suggests “the rationalization is his motivation”. 
Furthermore, neutralizations allow individuals to maintain a positive self-concept despite 
their misdeeds, which in turn makes the continuation of their deviance more likely (Maruna 
and Copes 2005). Research has found the use of drugs and the utilization of neutralizations to 
be linked (Priest and McGrath 1970; Akers and Cochran 1985; Shiner and Newburn 1997; 
Sandberg 2012; Cutler 2014). However, in statistical analysis, the relationship between 
acceptance of neutralization techniques is only moderately related to criminality including 
drug use (Ball 1966; Minor 1981; Agnew and Peters 1986; Mitchell, Doddler and Norris 
1990). Moreover, while Sykes and Matza (1957) argued that neutralizations precede 
deviance, research has found offenders tend to only accept neutralizations for crimes in 
which they have already participated (Minor 1981; Wortley 1986; McCarthy and Stewart 
1998). Thus, while neutralizations are important for understanding individuals’ motivations 




people initially begin using drugs or the meaning that their drug use has for them as 
individuals.    
 Subcultural theorists argue subcultural participants reject normative society (Cohen 
1955; Cloward and Ohlin 1960). They argue individuals steeped in subcultures fashion their 
own “codes” of conduct (Wolfgang and Ferracutti 1967; Anderson 1999), as a product of 
their “focal concerns”, including “smartness”, “autonomy” and “excitement” (Miller 1958), 
and the experience of, “similar problems of adjustment” (Cohen 1955:59), producing a desire 
for belonging, status, and respect (Miller 1958; Anderson 1999), (for a review of subcultures 
see Brake 1980; Blackman 2005, 2014; Williams 2007). Cloward and Ohlin (1960) were 
among the first to discuss drug using subcultures (retreatist subculture), but research on drug 
subcultures has waxed and waned within criminological discourse (see Brake 1980). 
Currently little research examines drug use within the context of subcultures (for exceptions 
see Sanders 2006; Sandberg 2012). However, scholars argue that subcultural studies still 
have import for understanding motivations to use drugs (Pederson 2009; Shiner 2009; 
Sandberg 2012; Holm, Sandberg, Kolind and Hesse 2014), and the ability of subcultural 
orientations to influence identity construction (Copes and Williams 2007). Subcultures can 
be thought of as “fields” of action (Bourdieu 1977, 1990), which present people with locally 
salient narratives they can draw from and are important for understanding both choice and 
identity. However, while subcultural studies provide insight into how drug users may 
contextualize their motivations to use drugs and bring meaning to their drug using behaviors, 
it does not adequately answer how users construct their drug-using identities and to what 
consequence. People do not passively receive culture. On the contrary, people create and 




how people enact and reproduce culture through interaction and by extension reproduce their 
sense of self-identity.  
It is important to understand drug user’s identity construction because identity and 
action are fundamentally linked (Presser 2009; 2012). Thus, to understand drug user’s 
motivations, it is necessary to understand individual’s identities as drug users and the 
meaning their use has for them. Research on drug users suggests they tend to be less 
conventionally oriented, less attached and less integrated into society and their family 
(Buckhalt et al. 1992; Friedman et al. 1995; Friedman, Terras, and Glassman 2000; Johnson 
et al. 2000; Koeppel and Chism 2018). These findings are important as they relate to 
embodied dispositions and attitudes (Bourdieu 1977; 1990), which inform peoples’ behavior. 
For some, the association between drug use and attachment to conventional parents, peers 
and school (Marcos, Bahr and Johnson 1986; LeGrande and Shoemaker 1989; Ellickson, 
Collins, and Bell 2009) are important sources of cultural narratives that individuals use to 
craft their identity and bring meaning to their actions. Thus, addressing drug user’s subjective 
interpretations of their experiences with parents, peers and school, and how they relate to 
their drug use will give insight into how drug users contextualize their behaviors and 
construct their identities.  
Self-derogation theory (Kaplan 1975), posits that some, or all of drug user’s 
unconventionality is a product of rejection from conventional institutions and that for some 
drug use is perceived as a way to increase their self-esteem (Kaplan 1975, 1976, 1978; 
Kaplan, Martin and Robbins 1982). However, Lee et al. (2018) find that self-esteem predicts 
adolescent drug use, but fails to predict drug use by age 21, thus self-derogation may not 




Qualitative work on drug users’ identities has largely focused on how drug users 
construct their identities through boundary work (Copes 2016). Through moral boundary 
work people construct drug using identities that allow them to distinguish themselves from 
people they view as morally or socially inferior (Copes et al. 2016). These boundaries are 
delimited by the social space in which people exist and are attempts to relay the contextually 
appropriate attitudes and dispositions of a drug using identity. The most commonly noted 
way for users to engage in moral boundary work is through the construction of conceptions 
of “functional” and “dysfunctional” users with functionality often relating to keeping up with 
the most basic of everyday tasks (e.g. maintaining employment, feeding children, bathing, 
etc.) (Webb, Deitzer and Copes 2017). Thus, such symbolic boundary work is rarely done 
through comparisons upward, only downward. Individuals who do not abide by such 
prescribed norms are considered “addicts” and are considered “weak”, “unattractive” and 
“worthless” by comparison (Copes, Hochstetler and Williams 2008; 2016). Engaging in 
symbolic boundaries also has the effect of creating social solidarity among similar 
individuals by establishing aspects of character that mark insiders from outsiders (Lamont 
and Molnar 2002), and are often products of subcultural norms and prescriptions.  
Copes (2016) notes that symbolic boundaries are generally formed using one or more 
of six key distinctions: physical appearance, mental health, maintaining obligations, route of 
administration, motivations for use, and avenues of procurement. These boundaries are used 
by drug users to allow for positive identity construction in the face of stigmatization (Copes 
et al. 2014). Such boundary work is important for understanding persistence in drug use. 
They allow the user to view themselves as in control, and as a person who is making a choice 




Among drug users, boundaries are drawn to distinguish between people who use 
certain drugs but not others, and to differentiate between types of users of the same drug 
(Copes 2016). Some drug users argue that their own drug use is different and less 
problematic than the use of other drugs (Foster and Spencer 2013; Jarvinen and Demant 
2011). Examples include portrayal of cannabis as preferable to hard drug use (Soller and Lee 
2010), prescription opioids as better than heroin (Mars et al. 2014), and party drugs (e.g. 
ecstasy and MDMA) as superior to heroin or methamphetamine (Pennay and Moore 2010). It 
is argued by users their drug of choice does not control them and they possess a greater level 
of agency and self-control than the “dope-fiend” or “crackhead” from which they set 
themselves apart.  
 Boundaries are also created amongst those using the same drug. Boeri (2004) shows 
some heroin addicts conceive of themselves as “addicts”, but not “junkies”, while Rodner 
(2005) suggests drug users like to consider themselves “users”, not “abusers”. Boundaries 
may be drawn between occasional use and persistent use (Foster and Spencer 2013), between 
those who use a drug illicitly for “legitimate” purposes (e.g. work) instead of for intoxicating 
effects (Pedersen, Sandberg and Copes 2015), between “functional” meth users and “meth 
heads” (Copes et al. 2016), between those ensconced in rave culture and those attending 
raves simply for drugs (Moloney and Hunt 2012), and between those who smoke or sniff 
meth and those who inject the drug (Copes et al. 2016). Even amongst those who inject 
drugs, boundaries are formed between “responsible” and “less responsible” forms of 
injection (Rhodes et al. 2007). 
Ravn (2012) provides five dimensions of a “responsible recreational drug user” as 




when and where to take drugs as well as while intoxicated. The second dimension relates to 
general knowledge of drugs and their effects. The third dimension of a responsible 
recreational drug user identity relates to situationally specific knowledge of a drug one is 
imminently about to consume. The fourth involves checking drugs for safety reasons and so 
as to assure one was not “scammed” or “ripped off”. The final dimension of a responsible 
recreational drug user is age as it is considered irresponsible for minors to use drugs 
irrespective of the other dimensions.  
 The dimensions around which drug users build boundaries to construct their identities 
provide valuable insight, but does not adequately explain why it is those specific boundaries 
which are salient, nor do they capture all of the influences which play into a drug user’s 
identity. Likely, the reason certain boundaries are formed over others emerges from the 
interplay between socialization and the temperaments and personalities of drug users. Indeed, 
there are an abundance of studies linking low self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), to 
drug use of various kinds and among various populations (Arneklev 1993; Winfree Jr. and 
Bernat 1998; Lagrange and Silverman 1999; Wright et al. 1999; Willis and Stoolmiller 2002; 
Baron 2003; Sussman, McCuller and Dent 2003; de Wit 2008; Verdejo-Garcia, Lawrence 
and Clark 2008; Malouf, Stuewig and Tagney 2012; Shaefer et al. 2015). Moreover, low self-
control not only effects drug use directly, but indirectly, by increasing the likelihood an 
individual will associate with deviant peers (Donohew et al. 1999; Longshore et al. 2004; 
Yanovitzky 2005; McGloin and Shermer 2008; Malouf, Stuewig and Tagney 2012). It is also 
noteworthy that some have noted only certain aspects of self-control are predictive of 
substance use, specifically impulsivity, risk seeking, orientation to the present and temper 




impulsive, risk seekers, and oriented toward the present are able to use drugs as a resource to 
both enjoy and express that impulsivity and risk taking orientation. Being a risk taker and 
impulsive are not only trait-like characteristics affecting discrete choices, but are also 
characteristics people may incorporate into their narrative identity which can encourage 
further participation in risky behaviors like drug use. Risk taking, for example, is not just a 
reflection of temperament, but also can be a sought-after attribute indicative of being 
adventuresome, fearless or brave. Such characteristics can constitute personality features that 
people use to form identities and character.  
Drug use is undoubtedly important for identity construction and some have noted that 
drug consumption can be important for an individual’s sense of self such that it functions as, 
“sources of credibility and respect” (Collison1996:433). Using drugs certainly puts an 
individual “where the action is” (Goffman 1967), and the risk taking, or edgework (Lyng 
1990), inherent in drug involvement can mark an individual as having a particular identity, 
maturity, and independence (Collison 1996). For those that use drugs regularly they are 
constantly involved in a carousel of drug deals, buying and selling drugs for themselves and 
friends. Indeed, Katz (1988:206) notes, “even the hustling heroin addict may experience his 
drug use as a part of a larger fascination to test his mettle.” Despite this “hustle”, their 
suggestion that they are just “helping out a friend” draws a sharp boundary between drug 
dealing and “hooking up a friend” that is common in drug networks. Despite protestations 
that they only engage in “social supply” (Coomber and Moyle 2014), drug users readily 
admit to being involved in a dynamic world of buying, selling and trading that is important 
for how they conceive of themselves. This type of action, boundary work and identity 




which they are a part – one that suggests unless profit or “weight” is exchanged, or the 
exchange is among strangers, one is not truly a dealer. Thus, drug use may be a mechanism 
through which an individual understands who they are as tough, individualistic, and 
rebellious, but at the same time draws boundaries and constructs identities that construe their 
behaviors as non-deviant or acceptable under the circumstance. Yet, just as with symbolic 
boundaries, there is some question as to why these fascinations with participation in drug 
networks exist, how they are incorporated into a person’s identity, and to what consequence. 
Drug Trade, Motivation and Identity  
Statistically speaking, those who sell drugs tend to be male, engage in crime 
including violence, and smoke cannabis (Steinman 2005). However, there is considerable 
heterogeneity in drug dealers, both in terms of demographic characteristics and dealing rates 
and types (Shook et al. 2011; Shook, Vaughn, and Salas-Wright 2013; Vaughn et al. 2015). 
Indeed, some have argued the stereotypical “street tough” dealer is not an accurate portrayal 
of many who sell drugs (Coomber 2010). Qualitative research on drug dealers has focused 
almost exclusively on urban people of color with attention to the structure and practice of 
dealing to the detriment of examining why people sell drugs (for examples see, Fagan 1989; 
Jacobs, Topalli and Wright 2000) (for an exception see Jacques and Wright 2015). While 
there is work on what motivates drug dealers, more attention is warranted on the process by 
which those motivations become salient and rationalized, the meaning ascribed to dealing, 
the process through which individuals construct an identity as a drug dealer and how this 
influences the way they practice the trade.  
There is considerably more research on the motivations of drug dealers than of users 




drug habit (Cross et al. 2001; Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2015), to supply friends (Taylor 
and Potter 2013; Jacques and Wright 2015), and of course, to make money (Buchanan 1993). 
It has been suggested Black individuals from disadvantaged circumstances believe 
opportunities for conventional success are limited and perceive drug dealing as an alternative 
route for improving their economic position (Mieckowski 1994; Ricardo 1994; Denton and 
O’Malley 2001; Campbell and Hanson 2012). Indeed, it is said that drug trade has become an 
important “counter economy” (Davis 1988:49), and some perceive dealing drugs as work 
(Manning and Redlinger 1983). However, it is worth noting that money is not the only 
motivating factor. In fact, for many dealers, dealing drugs is often a fairly insignificant 
compliment financially to other more legitimate earnings (MacCoun and Reuter 1992). This 
certainly prompts the question of why such individuals sell drugs and what they get from it 
beyond economic remuneration. 
Those that sell drugs enjoy more than just a pay day, but an appreciation for the 
lifestyle that accompanies dealing drugs (VanNostrand and Tewksbury 1999; Campbell and 
Hansen 2012). Such a lifestyle affords them the ability to help their families economically, 
improve their social status and perception of self, as well as gain respect and reputation 
amongst their peers (Weismean 1993; Whitehead, Peterson and Kaljee 1994; Bourgois 2003; 
Jacques and Wright 2015; Erickson, Hochstetler and Copes In Press). The question is how 
these motivations and rewards become salient to individuals and how the choice to deal drugs 
becomes incorporated into their identity.  
Murphy, Waldrorf and Reinarman (1990) argue that people learn to deal drugs 
through their experiences in drug using networks and, in doing so, learn the motivations and 




peers with accepting or encouraging attitudes towards drug dealing (Flom et al. 2001; 
Stanforth, Kostiuk, and Garriott 2015). Additionally, it has been shown that many dealers 
start selling as a way to assist their friends in drug procurement before drifting into “real 
dealing” (Taylor and Potter 2013). Thus, individuals may learn through peer or parental 
interaction that drug dealing is a viable and fruitful option, especially for those “born into it” 
(Campbell and Hansen 2012). Thus, mechanisms of socialization such as parents, peers and 
neighborhoods are apt to exert a strong influence on the why individuals sell drugs and the 
symbolic meaning they bring to their dealing.  
Drug dealing can be considered a behavior that is integral to the maintenance of drug 
subcultures and the lifestyles associated with them. An appreciation for a particular 
hedonistic lifestyle is common amongst persistent criminals (Collison 1996; Shover 1996; 
Morgan and Joe 1996), and Sandberg (2008:613) noted for most, drug dealing is, “best 
described as hedonism, and money earned went to conspicuous consumption.” Thus, within 
their subcultural networks dealers are key players in the “life as party” mentality (Shover 
1996). Sandberg (2008) argues drug subcultures provide the context in which such a 
mentality is valorized and allows for distinction (Bourdieu 1984), between the subcultural 
opposition of those in the subculture and those outside of it (Sandberg 2013). He also notes 
drug culture is important for understanding the structure of drug markets and the ways in 
which dealers practice their trade (Sandberg 2012). Some have suggested understanding the 
lifestyle or culture of which drug dealing is a part allows researchers to make sense of the 
choice to sell drugs (Morgan and Joe 1996). While drug dealing and drug subcultures 




learn the motivations for dealing and the ways to negotiate the meaning of their behavior, it 
does not fully articulate what seduces people into the crime of drug dealing (Katz 1988).  
Weisheit (1991) finds that those involved in cannabis cultivation draw “intangible 
rewards”, such as improved self-concept, by finding the work rewarding and satisfying in its 
own right. Similarly, others have found men and women operating successful drug 
enterprises enjoy increased respect, control over other people, and empowerment (Denton 
and O’Malley 1999; Bourgois 2003; Campbell and Hansen 2012; Lindegaard and Jacques 
2014; Grundetjern and Miller 2018). Morgan and Joe (1996) suggest women involved in 
methamphetamine markets perceive their participation positively and view it as a mechanism 
for economic independence, improved self-esteem, and professional pride. Such rewards 
provide increased self-efficacy and can be considered powerful motivators for persistence in 
drug dealing (Grundetjern and Miller 2018). Such rewards relay what people are trying to do 
with their criminal participation by providing insight into the seductions of dealing drugs 
(Katz 1988), and further how dealing drugs is incorporated into one’s identity.  
Research indicates self-centeredness, low tolerance for frustration, and a preference 
for immediate gratification are positively associated with drug dealing (Schreiber 1992; 
Cross et al. 2001; Semple et al. 2011; Stanforth, Kostiuk, and Garriott 2015). Furthermore, 
those with low self-control are more criminally successful “market offenders” such as drug 
dealers (Morselli and Temblay 2004). The co-occurrence of drug use (immediate 
gratification), and drug dealing are well documented (Cross et al. 2001; Semple et al. 2011, 
Seffrin and Domahidi 2014), and participation in drug trade is considered a way that some 
users maintain their habit (Cross et al. 2001; Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2015). 




fearlessness and risk taking (Weinfurt and Bush 1995). Such risk taking and impulsivity fits 
well with the “life as party” (Shover 1996), orientation of many drug offenders, and can be 
incorporated into an offender’s narrative as someone who is brave, daring or fun.  
Several studies have noted most individuals who sell drugs lack prosocial bonds 
relative to non-dealing peers (Uribe and Ostrov 1989; Black and Ricard 1994; Steinman 
2005). These unconventional attitudes and beliefs are in part a product of chaotic and 
disorganized family lives (Schreiber 1992), or lacking parental supervision (Peeples and 
Loeber 1994). Attachment and involvement in prosocial institutions are inversely related to 
participation in drug dealing (Bourdiun et al. 1986; Buckhalt et al. 1992; Friedman et al. 
1995; Friedman, Terras, and Glassman 2000; Johnson et al. 2000). Research has noted 
adolescents and young adults are more likely to sell drugs if they deem a college education or 
living a long life as an unreasonable expectation (Harris, Duncan and Boisjoly 2002). Thus, 
some of the reasons individuals deal drugs likely have to do with their personality, attitudes, 
and beliefs. While such attitudes and beliefs provide insight into why some individuals make 
the choice to sell drugs they do not articulate how individuals that sell drugs bring meaning 
to their activity and construct a sense of self around the deviant occupation.  
Much like those that use drugs, those engaged in drug dealing construct identities 
consonant with their activity. Those who participate in drug dealing are often forced to 
construct a positive identity as a dealer, while juxtaposing an identity as a drug dealer against 
other aspects of their identity (Murphy, Waldrorf and Reinarman 1990). Dealers work to 
construct positive identities as drug dealers, which is fostered by dealers’ suggestions that 
participation in drug trade fosters increased perception of self and improved self-efficacy 




dealers’ experience increased respect and appreciation within their subculture networks of 
which they are key players (Denton and O’Malley 1999). As with drug use, much of the 
work on how drug dealers construct identities focuses on how they engage in boundary work. 
Boundary work among drug dealers is similar to that of drug users, except the 
boundaries that drug dealers draw often are designed to relay a particular identity as a 
successful, smart and skilled dealer and draw comparison against dealers or users they view 
as inferior (Erickson, Hochstetler and Copes In Press). Copes, Hochstetler, and Williams 
(2008) show how crack dealers construct a hustler identity by creating boundaries between 
themselves and those they view as “crackheads” through various markers of identification, 
including cleanliness, coolness and heart. It is clear from extant research that being a drug 
dealer is important for an individual’s identity and informs their attitudes and behaviors. 
What is not clear is why and how drug dealing provides individual’s such intangible rewards 
(Weisheit 1991), and the process through which individuals are drawn to dealing drugs and 
learn to construct identities, even if research provides insights into the archetypal forms those 
identities take. Indeed, scholars in this line of research suggest boundaries are constructed 
from “sub-culturally constructed criteria” (Copes, Hochstetler and Williams 2008), and 
advocate for more focused attention on the process through which boundaries and identities 
are formed.  
Race/Ethnicity and Drug Use 
In the public mind, race is related to drug use. Indeed, much of the historical response 
to illicit drug use has been the result of racism and racialized politics (Angquelov and 
McCarthy 2018). When asked, “Would you close your eyes for a second, envision a drug 




person (Burston, Jones and Roberson-Saunders 1995). This is due in part to the 
understanding that Black individuals experience a host of strains that may predispose them to 
drug use (Brunswick 1999). However, despite this White and Latinx adults are significantly 
more likely to use drugs including prescription drugs, cannabis, and hard drugs when 
compared to Black and Asian adults (French, Finkbiner and Duhmael 2002; Merline et al. 
2004). Similarly, young White and Latinx adults use more illicit drugs more frequently prior 
to and during college than their Asian or Black peers (McCabe et al. 2007), and this 
difference largely remains stable until rates of illicit drug use among Black people surpass 
that of White individuals at approximately age 35 (Herd 1990; Kandel 1995). Yet even then, 
White males are more likely to use drugs than Black or Latinx males after accounting for 
other influences (Watt 2008). Importantly, while Maddahain et al. (1986) found availability 
and ease of acquisition were the strongest predictors of cannabis and hard drug use, they 
could not entirely explain race/ethnicity differences in rates of usage. Thus, while prevalence 
and access are important they cannot explain why, generally speaking, White individuals use 
drugs more frequently than do persons of color.  
Race and ethnicity is certainly important for understanding the motivations and 
meaning drug users ascribe to their use and themselves. Research on substance abuse 
suggests Black individuals with less salient racial or ethnic identities are more likely to be 
heavy drinkers or use drugs (Caetano 1990; Grube 1996; Brook and Pahl 2005; Pugh and Bry 
2007). Alternatively, Black individuals with increased levels of positive self-identity and 
racial-identity are significantly less likely than their peers to use drugs (Townsend and 
Belgrave 2000). Similarly, increased identification with an ethnic identity decreases the 




2019). Even particularly racialized experiences, such as those of racial discrimination are 
associated with past year drug use and frequent drug use among Black individuals (Carliner 
et al. 2016). Sandberg and Fleetwood (2016) note that ethnic immigrants in Norway describe 
narratives of drug use and abuse which intersect with stories of crime, violence and living a 
“hard life”, all of which can be considered important resources for crafting an identity as a 
drug user. For those living the hard life, drug use, and for many drug trade, are associated 
with cultural and racialized systems of oppression and rebellion (Bourgois 2003). Yet, it has 
been noted that some specifically work to avoid the trappings of drug involvement, 
specifically because of the personal and legal risks involved which would derail their lives 
(MacLeod 2009). Thus, it would seem a racialized social identity is important for 
understanding drug use and abuse among people of color. 
On the other hand, no research addresses associations between racial identity and 
drug use among White people. White individuals seem to conceive of drugs and their use in a 
way that differs from people of color, both in terms of motivation and consequence. Indeed, 
for White adults neither chronic or current cannabis use negatively effects occupational status 
net of other factors (White, Aidala and Zablocki 1988). White drug users often use middle 
class norms of hard work and moderation to justify and contextualize their drug using 
behaviors (Kerley, Copes and Griffin 2015). Drug use engaged in by White young adults 
often is considered, fun, experimentation, or even a resource to achieve desired ends and 
rarely along the lines of addiction (Hathaway 1997; Pearson 2001; Osbourne and Fogel 2008; 
Kerley, Copes and Griffin 2015), while older White adults, particularly men, note their drug 
use as an aid for dealing with family stress (Nicholson et al. 2001). Thus, while some sort of 




undoubtedly important for understanding drug involvement and associated identities. The 
motivations and meaning brought to drug use and peoples’ drug using identities are certainly 
shaped by race/ethnicity, and include informing the decision to deal drugs.  
Race/Ethnicity and Drug Trade 
 As with drug users the stereotypical urban, Black drug dealer is more a societal 
archetype than reality. While there are certainly people of color who sell drugs, research 
indicates that Black and Latinx individuals do not sell drugs at rates significantly greater than 
those of White individuals (Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2016). While research does not 
suggest an association between race or ethnicity and drug dealing in adulthood, some have 
noted different ways in which people of color and White people make the decision to become 
involved in drug dealing and the effect it has on their identity.  
There is an abundance of literature concerning race/ethnicity and drug dealing (Adler 
and Adler 1983; Skolnick et al. 1990; Adler 1993; Dunlap and Johnson 1996; Maher and 
Daly 1996; Jacobs and Miller 1998; Curtis and Wendel 2000; Jacobs, Topalli and Wright 
2000; Topalli, Wright and Fornango 2002; Maher and Hudson 2007; Jacques 2010; Jacques 
and Wright 2011; Hammersvik, Sandberg and Pedersen 2012; Sandberg 2012; Fleetwood 
2014; Jacques and Wright 2014; Hammersvik 2015), but the majority of this literature 
concerns the practice of dealing and the structure of drug networks and how these vary by 
race/ethnicity. Less research has focused on how race/ethnicity informs the construction of 
identities in relation to drug dealing behaviors. This may be due in part to a lack of studies 
that can adequately compare drug dealers from different racial backgrounds as many 




Middle class White individuals learn to view drug dealing as “fun” and a way to look 
“cool” (Jacques and Wright 2015), while disadvantaged people are more likely to find drug 
dealing as mechanism for economic gain (Buchanan 1993). However, disadvantaged Black 
individuals are more likely to deal drugs if they have a positive perception of dealers they 
know and consider them “fun”, or if they neutralize the behavior by suggesting “everyone is 
doing it” (Li and Feigelman 1994; Li et al. 1996). Moreover, some have suggested that 
selling drugs is a part of a particular racialized identity for Black males (Ricardo 1994).  
 Sandberg and Fleetwood (2016) argues that drug dealers and their identities are 
largely informed by a “global street culture” (Ilan 2014), and are largely motivated by 
money, conspicuous consumption, respect and status amongst their peers. Sandberg and 
colleagues (2008; 2016) have highlighted how Black and ethnic minority immigrants use 
such culture to construct identities consonant with a street orientation and use drug dealing as 
a way to garner “street capital”.  Indeed, existing research does seem to suggest that people 
of color are more apt to pull from a “street” ethos or a “code of the street” (Anderson 1999), 
to construct an all-encompassing “street identity” in which being criminally able is a key 
marker of distinction (Sandberg 2016) and acts as a form of racialized symbolic capital. 
Some have noted that simply being a person of color acts as form of “street capital” 
(Sandberg 2008). White dealers, even affluent ones, seem to pull from the same or similar 
cultural narratives in some respects to bring meaning to their drug dealing, often enjoying 
conspicuous consumption and a reputation as someone of import; yet, they do not rely on 
violent retaliation to settle disputes as readily and often do not embrace the more menacing 





Gender and Drug Use 
 It has long been the case that males use more drugs and use them more frequently 
than do females (Merline et al. 2004). However, in recent years, female usage rates are 
becoming more comparable to those of their male counterparts (World Drug Report 2018). 
Still, the increase in female usage rates should not be overstated. Men use almost all forms of 
drugs at greater rates than women (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality 2018). 
These differences suggest gender informs drug use and likely the motivations for use as well 
as the meaning individuals bring to their drug use.  
 Gender shapes drug use and drug user’s identities in unique ways. Gender is one of 
the most important facets around which people construct their identity (West and 
Zimmerman 1987), and an individual’s experience as a drug user cannot be detached from 
their gender and the influence of gendered cultural norms. Despite members of some drug 
subcultures suggestion they are more progressive and more egalitarian than the wider society 
of which they are a part (Dahl and Sandberg 2014),2 women still exist in a subordinated 
position. In part because of their disadvantaged place in society, and within drug circles, 
women are more apt than men to consider their drug use as a response to victimization, 
deleterious relationships with older persons and coping with the stresses of parenthood 
(Carbone-Lopez and Miller 2012). “Street drugs” in particular are associated with extreme 
oppression and degradation of women, perhaps coarsely but succinctly characterized by the 
“dope whore” (Copes et al 2014). While some had traumatic experiences surrounding their 
                                                
2 Dahl and Sandberg (2104) were specifically talking about cannabis culture and specifically 
in Norway. Despite this they suggest female cannabis users still engage in traditional gender 
normative behavior when using cannabis. Thus, despite the possibility of progressive gender 
norms in a subculture these intersect with the more traditional, patriarchal gender norms of 




drug use, others maintain a drug habit without experiencing such abuse, and this is important 
for their identity construction as female drug users. They are able to engage in symbolic 
boundary work to distance themselves from those they feel are stigmatized and in doing so 
protect from such stigma being attached to their own identity (Copes et al 2014). 
Mother is a particularly important social identity and mothers who use drugs are 
viewed particularly harshly by society (Boyd 2015). Social categorizations of “mother” and 
“drug user” intersect and drug using mothers are especially stigmatized as they are viewed to 
have abdicated their responsibilities as mothers in favor of drugs (Campbell 2000; 
Linnemann 2010). Women of low socioeconomic status and women of color in particular 
have been characterized as incapable, unfit, and unable to properly parent or socialize their 
children (Collins 1991; Hooks 1992; Gupta 1995). Women drug users are held to gendered 
expectations of femininity which emanate from a middle class, White, heteronormative 
perspective (Nakano, Chang and Forcey 1994; McMahon 1995; Hays 1996). Drug using 
mothers thus work to construct an image consonant with these cultural narratives of 
motherhood despite their drug use. Holt and French (2019) show that mothers using 
methamphetamines worked to construct boundaries that allowed them to distance themselves 
from negative depictions of mother-addicts, in part by suggesting they were “functional” 
drug users and whose use did not interfere with their familial obligations. While some 
women consider their drug use simply to be fun, wild experimentation of an adventurous 
spirit, others view their use enables them to be “supermoms” (Boeri 2013; Copes et al. 2016). 
In this way women drug users are able to construct identities as drug users other than those 
who are “mad, sad, or bad” (Measham 2002), and more in line with the sentiments of men 




Men are in an advantaged position in society and this is true in drug subcultures as 
well (Dahl and Sandberg 2014), and such advantage protects them from being viewed or 
perceiving themselves as low as the “dope whore”. However, men do occasionally trade sex 
for drugs and men who engage in prostitution for drugs often are viewed in street-life as 
laughable and pathetic (Haines 2009). Yet for many, men are able to use drug use as 
culturally salient touchstones around which to build a particular type of masculine identity 
(Collison 1996), particularly so if they couple their use with readily masculine activities, 
such as outdoor sports like snow-boarding, skiing or other outdoor leisure activity with male 
companions (Moffat, Johnson and Shoveller 2008). Thus, men are more apt to bring meaning 
to their drug use in a way that allows them to construct an identity as masculine, tough, or 
cool (Collison 1996; Geiger and Fischer 2005; Jacques and Wright 2016). Male drug users 
also construct positive identities by casting themselves against people they view to be 
inferior in much the same way women engage in boundary work to avoid identification as the 
“dope whore”. Similar to females, male drug users also engage in boundary work by casting 
themselves against others they consider to be “dysfunctional”, but also those who refuse to 
use, either at all or at similar rates as they do, sometimes labeling such people “bitches” 
(Haines et al. 2009). The clearly gendered nature of such a categorization reinforces men’s 
superior position within drug using subcultures. Gender is thus an important aspect of 
understanding how drug users construct their identity and make decisions in relation to drug 
involvement.  
Gender and Drug Trade 
 Women are significantly less likely to sell drugs than their male counterparts (Denton 




2016). Despite this, increasing attention has been paid to women’s roles in drug dealing 
(Denton and O’Malley 1999; Grundetjern and Sandberg 2012), and research on women drug 
dealers note that while female drug dealers are as diverse as their male counterparts (Denton 
and O’Malley 1999), they often share experiences of disadvantage. Indeed, female drug 
dealers are more apt to report low levels of emotional support (Semple et al. 2012), and 
experience higher levels of addiction and dependence than their female peers who 
exclusively use drugs (Hutton 2005; Fitzgerald 2009). Males engaged in drug dealing are 
more likely to engage in crime, including violent crime and possess lower levels of self-
control than their more conventional counterparts (Steinman 2005; Semple et al 2011).  
Some have noted men and women negotiate their identities in relation to drug dealing 
differently, but both attempt to construct a positive self-concept in relation to the behavior, 
and suggest dealing enhances participant’s self-efficacy (Geiger and Fischer 2005; Maher 
and Hudson 2007). While women are less likely to engage in drug dealing, they may still 
incorporate the behavior into their conception of self. Research suggests some female dealers 
are engaged in such pursuits to increase income or feed their habit (Mieczkowski 1994; 
Fagan 1994), to help support their family economically (Ludwick Murphy and Sales 2015), 
because they were forced into it by a romantic partner (Mieczkowski 1994; Holloway and 
Bennet 2007), or to avoid entering the sex trade to subsist (Denton and O’Malley 1999). 
Thus, women are less likely to view the participation in drug markets as something fun or 
exciting but something that is fraught with danger and a temporary fix (Ludwick, Murphy 
and Sale 2015). Despite this, research suggests women operating successful drug enterprises 
enjoy increased respect, control over other people, and empowerment (Denton and O’Malley 




Grundetjern and Miller 2018). Others have noted that female levels of involvement and 
identification with participation in illegal economies is informed by gendered norms and the 
specific drug market of which they are a part (Deitzer, Leban and Copes 2017). Morgan and 
Joe (1996) suggest women involved in methamphetamine markets perceive their 
participation positively and view it as a mechanism for economic independence, improved 
self-esteem, and professional pride. These rewards provide increased self-efficacy and can be 
considered powerful motivators for persistence in drug dealing (Grundetjern and Miller 
2018). Grundetjern (2015) points out the negotiation of a drug dealer identity among women 
is conditioned by culturally available narratives mediated by age, time of initiation into 
dealing, education and professional experiences. Indeed, women dealers import femininity 
into their identity as dealers to varying degrees, with some expressing overt femininity and 
others a more masculine tone, while some vacillate in the degree to which they rely on 
traditional femininity per the situation (Ludwick, Murphy and Sales 2015). Many female 
drug dealers must also navigate the obligations of parenthood alongside their roles as dealers 
and work to live up to the norms of each (Grundetjern 2018). Some have noted female 
dealers do this, in part, by working to keep their participations in drug activities separate 
from their role as mother (Morgan and Joe 1996). Some female dealers’ identity as mothers 
and dealers intersect in ways that inform their dealing. These mother-dealers rely on a 
“feminine business model” in which dealing responsibilities were structured around care of 
children and sociality (Grundetjern 2015). Indeed, some mother-dealers leverage their 
position in drug market hierarchies to look after their children by paying for their child’s 
drug debts, for instance (Grundetjern 2018). Still others consider their drug use as conducive 




However, mothering and addiction cannot be reconciled for some and they may lose their 
children, while others become detached from their children and motherhood becomes a 
peripheral part of their identities (Grundejern 2018). Despite these considerations, it is 
common for female dealers to emphasize the importance of appearing as “one of the guys” in 
order to be successful (Miller 2001).  
Men on the other hand, exist in a masculine dominated field and in which one of the 
most important attributes of a successful dealer is relaying a particular masculine tone 
(Dunlap et al. 1997). Male drug market participants often do consider their participation as 
“fun”, “exciting” or part of a “hustle” (Preble and Casey 1969; Collison 1996; Geiger and 
Fischer 2005). Research suggests men who deal drugs engage in some form of “doing 
gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987), in which dealing drugs acts as a form of boundary 
work which allows a male dealer to construct an identity as “a man” (Mullins 2006). Thus, 
dealing drugs is one mechanism through which males can prove their masculinity, and may 
be particularly attractive to individuals with limited alternative means to prove their worth 
(Sandberg 2008). Additionally, some have noted male drug dealers attempt to construct an 
identity consonant with an orientation towards the code of the street (Anderson 1999), and 
use neutralization techniques to rationalize their prosocial behavior as a mechanism to protect 
their street identity (Topalli 2005; Sandberg 2009). Similarly, others note participation in 
drug economies allows individuals to project a particular street persona. Copes, Hochstetler, 
and Williams (2008) find participants in the crack cocaine economy often develop a “hustler” 
identity in contrast to that of a “crackhead”, and discuss how such an identity has import for 




Paternal identities do not seem as salient for men involved in illegal economies as 
they are for women. Grundetjern, Copes and Sandberg (2019) note that men who deal 
generally fall into two camps – “struggling fathers” and “absent fathers”. While the former 
had affective connections to their children, they had little, if any, contact with their children, 
whereas the latter had little emotive connections to their children and were largely 
uninvolved with the lives of their children. For absent fathers, their identities as dealers are 
more encompassing and motivating than their identity as a father which they had put to the 
periphery. This “role engulfment” led to greater involvement with drugs and crime as 
compared to “struggling fathers” who were devoting relatively more time and energy to 
fatherhood. Grundetjern, Copes and Sandberg (2019) suggest these identities form out of 
circumstances of structural conditions which provide them little access to improve their 
position conventionally and existing in the hyper-masculine field of drug markets. The result, 
particularly for absent fathers, is an acceptance and veneration of street life and experiences 
and increased empowerment associated with a particular masculine, deviant identity.  
Class and Drug Use  
 Class shapes drug use in one obvious way: drugs cost money. While it could be said 
drugs have, in a Marxian sense, high use-value, they also have high cost-value. Thus, only 
those with money, or the ability to “hustle” (Preble and Casey 1969), can maintain a serious, 
long-term drug habit. Class also shapes drug use and drug user’s identities in more subtle 
ways, including the types of drugs people use. Indeed, individuals of low socioeconomic 
status are less likely to use drugs like cannabis than those that are more affluent (Patrick et al. 
2012). Alternatively, more affluent individuals are less likely to illicitly use prescription 




inconclusive, the experience of growing up economically disadvantaged may also play a role 
in who uses drugs. Some have suggested that growing up economically disadvantaged 
increases the likelihood of substance use in later adulthood (Gilman et al. 2003; Patrick et al. 
2012), while others have proposed the opposite (Schulenberg et al. 2005; Kestila et al. 2008; 
Humensky 2010), and still others have found no association (Reine et al. 2004).  
 Class is also important for understanding how drug user’s construct identities 
regardless of the drugs they use. Middle class individuals who use drugs are able to call on 
middle class beliefs about hard work and enjoyment to rationalize their use (Kerley, Copes 
and Griffin 2015). They conceive of their drug use as a tool for increased performance and 
draw boundaries between their use and others who they believe use drugs recklessly or the 
use of drugs they consider significantly more harmful or addictive (Kerley, Copes and Griffin 
2015). On the other hand, individuals from more disadvantaged circumstances are more apt 
to view their drug use as problematic and draw on narratives highlighting their disadvantaged 
and oppressed place in society (Sandberg 2009). However, individuals of all social classes 
may conceive of their drug use as the pursuit of momentary leisure or fun (Hathaway 1997), 
or part of an ongoing pursuit for a “life as party” existence (Shover 1996). Socioeconomic 
position alone cannot explain how and why people use drugs or the meaning they ascribe to 
their use, but is bound up in a web of intersecting influences that include the historical and 
cultural logics as part of where a person lives and grows.  
Class and Drug Trade 
 As has been noted there is significant variation in persons who sell drugs, including 
social class background. Most research has suggested that those from economically 




peers (Paoli 2001; Fleetwood et al. 2011), however others have found no association between 
income and likelihood of engaging in drug trade (Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2016). 
While social class may not be the strongest predictor of drug dealing behaviors, for those that 
sell drugs it is likely class background which informs how they engage in the trade and how 
they view themselves as drug dealers.  
 Much about the differences between individuals of different social classes and the 
way they ascribe meaning to their participation in drug trade and themselves by extension has 
already been noted in discussions of differences in regards to race/ethnicity. Perhaps this is 
because, particularly in America, class and race are so closely linked. Additionally, research 
in this area often breaks its subjects into White-affluent dealers and disadvantaged people of 
color who deal without adequately being able to compare them. This has likely led to an 
overly reductive understanding of the ways in which economic position translates into the 
motivations for and meaning ascribed to dealing drugs.  
What research does exist on the subject suggests middle class drug dealers are more 
likely to consider their dealing behavior as something for fun, and to make a little extra 
pocket money (Jacques and Wright 2016), whereas those from less affluent backgrounds are 
more apt to see dealing drugs as a way to improve their position economically and socially 
(Whitehead, Peterson and Kaljee 1994; Li et al. 1996; Floyd et al. 2010; Vuolo 2014). Yet 
research suggests they are both apt to bring meaning to their participation in drug trade in 
much the same way. Drug dealers regardless of class background consider their participation 
to provide them with increased power, status, and respect (Bourgois 2003; Sandberg 2008; 
Jacques and Wright 2016). Still the connections between class background, drug use and 




contribute to users’ and dealers’ presumably varying self-conceptions and understandings of 
drug dealing in ways that make class relevant?  
Residential Location and Drug Use  
 Residential location shapes drug use and drug users’ identities in much the same way 
as class. Where a person lives, be it a rural country town, quaint suburban area, or a bustling 
metropolis shapes access to drugs. While it may be true that if one is determined enough to 
seek them out one can find a wide assortment of illicit drugs, this is likely not the experience 
of many drug users as many people are first introduced to drugs through peer networks. 
Indeed, peer networks and availability are among the strongest predictors of drug use 
(Maddahian, Newcomb and Bentler 1986). Thus, for an individual to realistically use a drug 
regularly, and for some, become addicted to it, they need a reliable and steady supply of the 
drug in their area.  
Neighborhoods can provide resources for residents that are positive and beneficial, 
but the structure of neighborhoods can also produce strain in its residents (Cohen et al 2003), 
and degrade social cohesion and control leading to crime (Wilson 1987; Sampson and Grove 
1989). Living in impoverished areas increases the odds of being exposed to overt, “open-air” 
drug markets (Kadushin et al. 1998; Bradizza and Stasiewicz 2003; Lambert et al. 2004). 
Living in low-income, socially disorganized neighborhoods presents individuals with a host 
of stressors that may encourage their drug use as well (Brunswick 1999). Indeed, research 
relying on Shaw and McKay’s ([1952] 1969) social disorganization theory has found 
individuals living in such neighborhoods are more likely to use a variety of different drugs 
(Currie 1993; Baumer 1994; Baumer et al. 1998; Jacobs 1999). Similarly, Agnew’s (1992) 




the link between strain and different forms of substance use (Browne and Finkelhor 1986; 
Dembo et al. 1987; Agnew and White 1992; Chassin et al. 1993; Duncan et al. 1996; 
Hoffman and Su 1997; Kilpatrick et al. 1997; Aseltine and Gore 2000; Cerbone and Larison 
2000; Kilpatrick et al. 2000; Slocum 2000; Drapela 2006; Lo, Kim, and Church 2008; Sharp, 
Peck, and Hartsfield 2012; Menard, Covey, and Franzese 2013). Sharp, Peck, and Hartsfield 
(2012) suggest that both individual and cumulative strain predict substance use, while others 
have noted the association of adolescent exposure to violence (Menard, Covey, and Franzese 
2013), and various forms of victimization (Lo, Kim, and Church 2008), to drug use. 
Alternatively, Wallace (1999) has suggested exposure to the adverse conditions associated 
with highly disorganized, low income neighborhoods may actually decrease the likelihood an 
individual uses drugs. In any case, exposure to the physical conditions and specifically the 
negative effects of drug use on individuals, families, and communities almost certainly 
informs the meaning residents of such areas have of the drug use and themselves. The same 
can be said for living in more affluent communities. Using and acquiring drugs in a small 
suburban community likely shapes the ways in which an individual contextualizes their drug 
use and brings meaning to the behavior. Indeed, simply residing in more affluent areas is 
associated with living healthier lifestyles generally (Ross 2000). In a review, Karriker-Jaffe 
(2011) noted consistent associations between neighborhood disadvantage and substance use 
across samples of adults. Residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood increases the odds of 
women doing hard drugs relative to their peers in middle class neighborhoods (Karriker-Jaffe 
2013). Indeed, living in a middle class neighborhood makes it less likely a woman will use 




Extant research on drug user’s subjective interpretations of the objective realities of 
the everyday influence of place and space on their drug use is lacking (for exceptions see 
Fiddle 1967; Rhodes et al. 2007; Parkin 2016), and what research does exist tends to address 
using sites (e.g. crack houses, shooting galleries), rather than conditions that may motivate 
and inform drug use. More common are accounts of how the life in different residential 
locales influences the identities of drug users (Preble and Casey 1969; Agar 1973; Jacques 
and Wright 2015), and how such influences inform their behaviors as drug users. Thus, there 
is a need to examine how drug users understand the influence of their community and 
neighborhood conditions to fully understand the choice to use drugs, as well as the extent and 
ways in which people identify with their drug use and to what consequence.  
Sampson and Bean (2006) have provided among the most prominent criminological 
analysis to the influence of place and space on crime. They note that historical changes in 
neighborhood landscapes condition the availability of legal and illegal pursuits for money, 
status and stability. Sampson and Bean (2006) suggested these structural changes also 
condition and alter the cultural landscape and the interactional norms of those areas which 
can promote violence. Anderson (1999) elaborates the “code of the street” as a culturally 
defined dispositional and behavioral code of conduct that predominated in the sorts of 
neighborhoods described by Sampson and Bean (2006).  However, these theoretical 
advances, and the research which has sprung up to test their propositions, are focused on 
violent crime and explaining why low socioeconomic people of color violently offend at 
greater rates than their comparatively more affluent White counterparts. They are 
intentionally narrow perspectives that cannot address nuances in race/ethnicity, class, gender, 




literature on drug using motivations and identities is a coherent explanation of why and how 
some people are motivated to do drugs, how individuals interpret the objective conditions of 
their everyday lives and how these are informed by important markers of identity like 
race/ethnicity, gender, class, and residential location. Focused attention should be granted to 
how those influences inform the choice to use drugs, the degree to which people develop 
deviant identities around their use and ultimately how these identities effect choice and 
action.  
Residential Location and Drug Trade 
While drugs are bought and sold everywhere, they are commonly associated with 
major metropolitan areas with large populations of socially disadvantaged people. Social 
disorganization theory (Shaw and McKay [1942] 1969), suggests that neighborhoods can 
experience social deterioration to such an extent that informal social control is depressed and 
local norms are tolerant or accepting of deviance. Research suggests drug dealing is more 
prominent in socially disorganized neighborhoods (Sullivan 1989; Currie 1993; Jacobs 1999; 
Ousey and Lee 2002; Martinez Jr., Rosenfeld and Mares 2008). Some have noted specifically 
the presence of gangs in neighborhoods increases the likelihood of drug dealing, as well as 
“open-air” drug markets (Fagan 1989; Decker and Van Winkle 1994; Valdez and Sifaneck 
2004). Little and Steinberg (2006) examine the role of opportunity in relation to drug dealing. 
They find low parental supervision, adverse neighborhood conditions, joblessness, parental 
drug use, and peer delinquency increased opportunities to sell drugs. However, frequency of 
dealing was mediated by attachment to conventional goals and school. Thus, while 
neighborhood disorganization plays a part, it does not exclusively explain why an individual 




from such social disadvantage (Merton 1938; Agnew 1992), is also important for 
understanding the choice to sell drugs. Research suggests that drug dealing may be a product 
of economic and social disadvantages that block more legitimate avenues for success 
(Whitehead, Peterson and Kaljee 1994; Li et al. 1996; Floyd et al. 2010; Vuolo 2014). 
However, it does not explain why individuals from more affluent areas sell drugs, even if not 
at the same rates.  
While it is true that many drug dealers reside and sell their wares in concentrated 
urban centers, many dealers “sling” in suburban and rural communities as well. Where these 
dealers practice their trade may influence both how they conceive of their trade and how they 
practice it. Suburban drug dealers do not peddle their drugs on street corners or clubs. Rather 
they answer a steady stream of calls and texts while driving to meet individuals at their 
home, places of work, and parking lots of big box stores (Jacques and Wright 2016). They 
know their clientele, and often vet prospective clients through older, trusted clientele. This 
stands in stark contrast to “open-air” markets where dealers sell five dollar vials to people on 
foot, or leaned out of car windows. These drastic differences in where and how the drugs are 
sold almost certainly effects how dealers conceive of themselves as dealers. Indeed, research 
suggests that suburban drug dealers are apt to engage in boundary work by casting 
themselves against street drug dealers they consider criminal. Rather they consider 
themselves along the lines of a friend helping out others (Coomber and Moyle 2014), or a 
businessmen who has seen a void in the market, instead of “gangbangers”, or “thugs” 
(Jacques and Wright). However, Sandberg (2016) has suggested among all drug dealers there 
is some level of self-presentation that is consonant with a “street” persona. Alternatively, 




those who sell drugs and those that are addicted to the drug (Copes, Hochstetler and Williams 
2008). The meaning brought to the practice of drug dealing and the way individuals impute 
such meaning to their identity varies by the subcultural interactional orders that predominate 
in the places where dealers live and work (Venkatesh 1997; Duck and Rawls 2012; Duck 
2016). Such ethnographic work often places it subjects into objective space noting the ways 
they are pushed and pulled by social forces, but does not adequately address dealer’s 
subjective interpretations of how those forces impinge on their identity and decision making 
processes. Anderson (1999) elaborates the importance of status or “juice” for some living in 
high poverty, high crime areas and notes that drug dealing is one avenue through which one 
can improve their positions economically while acquiring “juice”. Scholars have noted that 
living in areas with few legitimate or conventional options to improve one’s position 
economically or socially promotes a redefinition of the cultural landscape that can promote 
criminal behavior (Anderson 1999; Sampson and Bean 2006). However, even Anderson 
(1999) notes that many more people in such areas can be thought of as “decent”, law-abiding 
citizens who do not ascribe to criminal code and do not engage in crime. What Anderson 
(1999) struggles to explain is why some embody a street identity and behave in consonant 
ways while others do not, despite experiencing similar neighborhood conditions.  
Intersectionality, Identity, and Drugs 
Race/ethnicity, gender, class, residential location and drug use all intersect to inform 
a person’s identity and in turn their behaviors. Intersectionality is a conceptual framework 
used to understand the multiplicative attributes of a person that make up their social identity 
(Crenshaw 1993; Cole 2009). It is in these intersections that individuals carve out and 




actions. Thus, the incorporation of an intersectional understanding to drug user’s identity and 
decision making processes is warranted. There are a multitude of ways in which social 
identities can intersect and the varying degree of import of each intersecting identity may 
vary person to person. For instance, the influence of a racialized social identity may not work 
in the same way for all and may work entirely different when other social identities are taken 
into account.   
Race and discrimination are notable predictors of drug use among people of color, 
however, this association is stronger for more affluent Black people (Carliner et al. 2016). In 
other words, the effect of racial discrimination on people of color is such that those who are 
more socioeconomically advantaged use more drugs. Residential location and the strain of 
living in a low-income, high crime area certainly effect why people use drugs and the 
meaning brought to their drug use, but such influences are moderated by individual 
psychological stresses and income (Boardment et al. 2001), as well as individual initial 
motivations for use and the physical environment in which they use (Esbensen and Huizinga 
1990). These results seem to suggest that research sensitive to both the objective conditions 
people experience and their own subjective experience is important for understanding drugs 
use. Indeed, others have noted that while neighborhood context and family influence are 
important they are less relevant than individual attitudes toward drug use (Black and Ricardo 
1994; Wright, Bobashev and Folsom 2007).  
The degree to which people desire, “achieve” or reject certain social identities is 
conditioned by their background and prior life experiences. For instance, methamphetamine 
is commonly considered a “White drug”, and while the majority of users are White, there 




meth users generally tend to have drug using careers that differ in distinct ways from that of 
White, female meth users, from the way they were introduced to the drug, to the way they 
experienced the high (Kerley et al. 2014). Thus, just being socially identifiable as a “meth 
head” does negate the import of other social identities. In any case, understanding the 
intersecting influences of multiple social identities will strengthen scholars understanding of 
deviant identity and decision making processes.  
Taken together, this body of research does not adequately address why people make 
the choice to become a drug dealer or the consequence of such behavior for their overall 
identity and perception of self. Many people desire more money, increased self-esteem, to 
feel “cool” and respected, but most people do not engage in selling drugs. The majority of 
men, people of color, and economically and structurally disadvantaged people do not 
participate in drug trade. What is currently missing from the literature is a study that 
examines why people engage in drug use or trade in a way that is sensitive to both structural 
background factors and subjective foreground factors which make drug involvement a viable 
course of action and its rewards salient, as well as how such choices become important for 
and incorporated into a person’s identity and to what consequence. Indeed, an exclusive 
focus on the influence of subcultural values and the rewards produced by drug involvement 
obfuscates the realization that drug participants who are completely committed to their 
activity and an associated subcultural value system are the exception, not the rule (Hagedorn 
1994). Accordingly, the goals of the study proposed here are to examine, 
1.) the motivations for initiation and continuation in drug involvement for those 




1a.) narrative similarities and differences between users and dealers which 
relate to motivations for initiation and continuation and how these vary by 
race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location,  
2.) the ways in which people perceive social context and significant others to allow 
for, or encourage, their drug involvement,  
2a.) the narrative similarities and differences of those within and between 
residential locations which relate to perceptions of how such locations 
influence drug involvement,  
3.) the ways in which people come to identify with drug involvement and incorporate 
it into their identity, 
3a.) narratives which are conducive to considering oneself as a deviant and 
how, or if, these vary from user to dealer, within and between social context 
and across race/ethnicity, class, gender, and residential location, 
4.) the extent to which drug involvement modifies previously held attitudes and 
beliefs and the extent to which these new perceptions and attitudes developed through 
drug involvement, persist situationally and temporally away from drug involvement.  
4a.) narratives which relay the importance of drug involvement to identity and 
how such an identity effects future attitudes and behaviors.  
Ultimately, the goals of this study are to understand the choice to become drug involved, how 
it is conditioned by participant’s perceptions, the extent to which drug involvement informs 
identity construction and the subsequent consequences for attitudes and behaviors. The 
following examination is framed by Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) Theory of Practice and insights 









CHAPTER 3.   THEORIZING DRUG INVOLVEMENT: BOURDIEU, NARRATIVES 
AND NARRATIVE HABITUS  
There is no shortage of theoretical perspectives trained towards or developed 
specifically with attention to drug involvement. Petraitis, Flay, and Miller (1995) review 14 
theories of drug use, while Lettieri, Sayers, and Pearson (1980) catalog over 40 theories of 
drug use, and these do not speak to the various biological and neurological explanations of 
drug involvement (Tiffany 1990; Baler and Volkow 2006). Despite this smorgasbord of 
theoretical options, no single theory adequately provides a coherent and appropriately 
complex explanation of why people choose to involve themselves with drugs, and there is 
little agreement on the most powerful influences on motivation or the mechanisms translating 
correlates into crime. There remains an ongoing debate on the relative importance of 
background factors and foreground factors in understanding criminal etiology (Groves and 
Lynch 1990; LeBel et al. 2008). This is despite suggestions deviant decision making must be 
understood as a product of subjective motivation and socio-structural context (Cornish and 
Clark 1986; Fagan 2000). Background factors are those influences considered to predispose 
individuals to commit crime. However, some have suggested while background factors may 
predispose individuals to crime, it does not explain why those with similar predispositions do 
not offend similarly (Jacobs and Wright 1999). Thus, some have called on criminology to 
take seriously subjective foreground factors (Katz 1988). Bieren (1983:386) argues 
criminological investigations, “are incomplete if they do not refer to the reasons, motives, 
and intentions of those agents whose behavior is the object of study”. Foreground factors are 
more situational and inspired by interaction, often incorporating subjective meanings of the 




background approaches, and failure to integrate across theoretical levels, much of the 
discipline’s empirical work is beset by problems of relying on narrow theories or using 
theories narrowly. Below I note some of the most commonly cited background and 
foreground theoretical explanations for drug involvement, the extent of their empirical 
support and why they are inadequate for understanding the choice and consequence of drug 
participation.  
The General Theory of Crime 
 Gottfredson and Hirschi’s General Theory of Crime (1990) is a control theory of 
crime which asks not why people commit crime, but why they do not commit crime. They 
suggest those with increased levels of self-control are less likely to engage in deviant and 
criminal behavior than their counterparts with relatively lower self-control. Suggested to be a 
product of improper or inattentive parenting practices, low self-control makes conventional 
living and rule following harder for persons inherently predisposed to commit crime. 
Individuals lacking self-control exhibit impulsivity, a proclivity for risk, an orientation to 
physicality, and a lack of concern for the future. Moreover, individuals with lowered self-
control are argued to be less capable for accurately weighing the costs and benefits associated 
with an act.  
Since Gottfredson and Hirschi’s development of self-control theory (1990), a 
substantial body of literature has sprung up testing its propositions in relation to drug use. 
Self-control theory has found significant support in predicting drug use (Arneklev 1993; 
Winfree Jr. and Bernat 1998; Lagrange and Silverman 1999; Wright et al. 1999; Willis and 
Stoolmiller 2002; Baron 2003; Sussman, McCuller and Dent 2003; de Wit 2008; Verdejo-




Moreover, low self-control not only effects drug use directly, but indirectly, by increasing the 
likelihood an individual will associate with deviant peers (Donohew et al. 1999; Longshore et 
al. 2004; Yanovitzky 2005; McGloin and Shermer 2008; Malouf, Stuewig and Tagney 2012). 
However, some have noted only certain aspects of self-control are predictive of substance 
use, specifically impulsivity, risk seeking, an orientation to the present and temper (Arneklev 
1993; Lagrange and Silverman 1999; de Wit 2008). Additionally, researchers have noted that 
low self-control cannot be considered an exclusive explanation of drug use (Winfree Jr. and 
Bernat 1998; Shaefer et al. 2015), and the theory is not without its critics (Geiss 2000). 
However, findings for self-control theory are interesting if viewed in light of a narrative 
framework. Being a risk taker and impulsive are personality characteristics people may 
incorporate into their identity, which can encourage further participation in risky behaviors 
like drug use. Additionally, the theory’s focus on early socialization is echoed by the theory 
of practice (Bourdieu 1990), used here.  
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue their General Theory of Crime explains all 
types of offending, and thus should explain drug dealing as well. Research indicates theft, 
lacking empathy, participation in violence, and drug use, variables that could proxy self-
centeredness, low tolerance for frustration, and a preference for immediate gratification are 
positively associated with drug dealing (Schreiber 1992; Cross et al. 2001; Semple et al. 
2011; Stanforth, Kostiuk, and Garriott 2015). The co-occurrence of drug use (immediate 
gratification), and drug dealing are well documented (Cross et al. 2001; Semple et al. 2011, 
Seffrin and Domahidi 2014), and is considered a way that some users maintain their habit 
(Cross et al. 2001; Stanforth, Kostiuk and Garriott 2015). Additionally, research suggests 




(Weinfurt and Bush 1995). Furthermore, those with low self-control are more criminally 
successful “market offenders” such as drug dealers (Morselli and Temblay 2004). Such risk 
taking and impulsivity fits well with the “life as party” (Shover 1996), orientation of many 
drug offenders, and can be incorporated into an offender’s narrative as someone who is 
brave, daring, and helps keep the party going.  
The most resounding and well-founded criticism of the General Theory of Crime is 
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) suggestion that self-control develops early in childhood, 
becomes set before the age of ten and remains largely stable across the lifecourse. Such a 
contention makes understanding desistance from crime hard to fathom. Additionally, self-
control theorists’ treatment of crime leaves little room for agency or choice, but rather points 
to a subpopulation of individuals with little control over their impulses and actions who are 
swayed to commit crime by circumstance. While there almost always is error unaccounted 
for by theory, self-control theorists cannot make sense of why some people commit crime 
who by all other accounts possess fairly high levels of self-control. Thus, the General Theory 
of Crime is lacking in its ability to understand choice beyond a few attributes of criminal 
choice that attract the ill-tempered, angry and impulsive, and discounts subjective motivation, 
agency and creativity on the part of the actor.  
Social Bonding Theory 
Before Gottfredson and Hirschi developed the General Theory of Crime (1990), 
Hirschi outlined Social Bonding Theory (1969). A control theory with four components 
which it is argued informs an individual’s willingness to engage in crime on the basis of an 
individual’s “bond to society”. Attachment is concerned with an individual’s affective 




willingness to engage in normative lines of action to achieve socially conventional goals. 
Involvement focused on an individual’s (lack of) participation in prosocial activities. Finally, 
belief relates to an individual’s acceptance of the moral precepts behind social norms and 
laws. Hirschi (1969) argued that scoring low on any one or all of the four components of the 
“social bond” increased an individual’s odds of engaging in deviance.   
Social Bonding Theory (Hirschi 1969), is commonly used to examine drug use and 
empirical work finds support for the suggestion that attachment, commitment, involvement, 
and belief are important predictors of drug use (Buckhalt et al. 1992; Friedman et al. 1995; 
Friedman, Terras, and Glassman 2000; Johnson et al. 2000; Koeppel and Chism 2018). These 
findings are important as the components of the social bond can be considered embodied 
dispositions and attitudes (Bourdieu 1977; 1990), which are important for the work presented 
here. Moreover, the association between attachment to conventional parents, peers and 
school (Marcos, Bahr and Johnson 1986; LeGrande and Shoemaker 1989; Ellickson, Collins, 
and Bell 2009), are important for understanding drug use in other perspectives as well.   
Social Bonding Theory (Hirschi 1969), is not specifically called on in literature of 
drug dealers, but research has found most individuals who sell drugs lack prosocial bonds 
(Uribe and Ostrov 1989; Black and Ricard 1994; Steinman 2005). Adolescents and young 
adults are more likely to sell drugs if they deem a college education or living a long life as an 
unreasonable expectation (Harris, Duncan and Boisjoly 2002), have chaotic and disorganized 
family lives (Schreiber 1992), or lack parental supervision (Peeples and Loeber 1994). 
Indeed, components of Hirschi’s (1969) social bond, specifically academic achievement 
(attachment), extracurricular participation, church attendance, and family involvement 




Buckhalt et al. 1992; Friedman et al. 1995; Friedman, Terras, and Glassman 2000; Johnson et 
al. 2000). 
While social bonding theory has received a good deal of empirical support it has been 
criticized for its lack of attention to the importance of deviant peers (Andrews and Bonta 
1994). It has also been suggested that social bonding theory does not appear to predict adult 
criminality as well as childhood delinquency (Agnew 1985). Social Bonding Theory leaves 
little room for agency or identity from which to understand why individuals choose to 
become involved with drugs and to what consequence and as such is inadequate for the 
present analysis.   
General Strain Theory 
Agnew (1992) built from the work of Merton (1938), to develop his General Strain 
Theory in which he proposes that crime is a product of experiencing various forms of strain. 
The meaning associated with the strain people experience are socio-culturally defined and 
produce emotions like anger, resentment, fear, frustration and disappointment. It is argued 
these emotions act as catalysts for crime as individuals work to dispel the negative 
emotionality brought on by the experience of strain.  
Agnew’s (1992) General Strain Theory has received a good deal of empirical support 
when studying the association between strain and drug use (Browne and Finkelhor 1986; 
Dembo et al. 1987; Agnew and White 1992; Chassin et al. 1993; Duncan et al. 1996; 
Hoffman and Su 1997; Kilpatrick et al. 1997; Aseltine and Gore 2000; Cerbone and Larison 
2000; Kilpatrick et al. 2000; Slocum 2000; Drapela 2006; Lo, Kim, and Church 2008; Sharp, 
Peck, and Hartsfield 2012; Menard, Covey, and Franzese 2013). Strain of various kinds have 




have noted specific experiences of strain that are positively associated with drug use and 
abuse, including exposure to violence in adolescence (Menard, Covey, and Franzese 2013), 
and victimization (Lo, Kim, and Church 2008). Strain can manifest emotionally or 
psychologically as a product of experiencing negative material or social experiences. 
However, people must learn to associate drug use with the cessation of that strain for the two 
to be truly connected. Strain theory does not provide a way to understand how the experience 
of strain leads to specific behavioral adaptions to deal with that strain. Thus, while objective 
conditions are important they must be tempered with subjective appreciations to fully 
understand the decision to use drugs.  
The experience of strain that may arise from economic disadvantage (Merton 1938; 
Agnew 1992), is also important for understanding why someone may choose to engage in 
drug trade. Several scholars have noted that drug dealing becomes viewed as a viable option 
for subsistence when more conventional routes to economic and social success are perceived 
as blocked or unreasonable (Whitehead, Peterson and Kaljee 1994; Li et al. 1996; Floyd et al. 
2010; Vuolo 2014). Yet, MacCoun and Reuter (1992) noted some time ago that for most 
dealers, drug trade is a supplement to their more conventional paycheck. Thus, it seems that 
strain as a product of poor employment opportunities cannot be considered a solitary cause 
for drug dealing, and attention should be paid to the symbolic rewards derived from dealing.  
As with all background theories, General Strain Theory cannot provide an 
explanation for why some people commit crime while others do not despite experiencing 
similar amounts and types of strain. Indeed, empirical work addressing this concern has 
found General Strain Theory and Agnew’s propositions wanting (Cullen, Agnew and Wilcox 




Some enjoy and draw thrills from their participation in crime and seek it out for that purpose 
(Katz 1988).  
Social Disorganization Theory 
Social Disorganization Theory (Shaw and McKay [1942] 1969), points to the 
contextual influences of place and space on crime commission. The perspective suggests 
little differences exist between deviants and non-deviants, rather people are more likely to 
commit crime when normal social controls are absent, deviance is approved of or accepted 
by the community, there are adequate opportunities for crime and little access to quality 
education or employment is available. Under these conditions neighborhoods are considered 
“socially disorganized” leading individuals to become detached from prosocial institutions 
and groups and more likely to commit crime.  
The propositions behind Social Disorganization Theory (Shaw and McKay [1942] 
1969), have received significant empirical support. Researchers have suggested 
neighborhood social disorganization as well as specific instances of disorganization, like high 
rates of joblessness are associated with increased rates of drug use (Currie 1993; Baumer 
1994; Baumer et al. 1998; Jacobs 1999; Pratt and Cullen 2005). While community-level 
economic disadvantage is associated with increased levels of drug use, individual levels of 
use are also informed by specific experiences of strain and economic solvency (Boardman et 
al. 2001). Moreover, in comparative studies scholars have noted individual attitudes about 
drug use are more powerful predictors of use than are the influences of neighborhood context 
(Black and Ricardo 1994; Wright, Bobashev, and Folsom 2007). Thus, subjective factors 
influencing the choice to use drugs are important to incorporate with background influences 




Social Disorganization Theory (Shaw and McKay [1942] 1969), has also been 
fruitfully applied to understanding drug trade (Sullivan 1989; Currie 1993; Jacobs 1999; 
Ousey and Lee 2002; Martinez Jr., Rosenfeld and Mares 2008). Various instances of social 
disorganization are associated with drug dealing, including experiencing adverse 
neighborhood conditions, exposure to drug use, delinquent peer associations and lack of 
formal and informal control mechanisms (Little and Steinberg 2006). Specifically related to 
drug trade, some have noted the prevalence of street corner drug markets are associated with 
increased odds of individual participation in drug trade (Fagan 1989; Decker and Van Winkle 
1994; Valdez and Sifaneck 2004). Yet despite these influences, the regularity of participation 
in drug trade is conditioned by levels of attachment to conventional values and norms. 
However, frequency of dealing was mediated by attachment to conventional goals and school 
(Little and Steinberg 2006). Once again, the importance of individual subjectivity and the 
meaning ascribed to drug involvement are important variables in understanding drug trade. 
Social Disorganization Theory has been criticized for its suggestion that socially 
disorganized neighborhoods lead to detached citizenry who are more apt to commit crime. 
Indeed, the inverse may be true and neighborhoods become socially disorganized because the 
citizenry are not attached to prosocial institutions and groups. Some (Anderson 1999) have 
noted that despite living in impoverished neighborhoods a significant majority of residents 
are conventional, law-abiding citizens. Still others may suggest that urban neighborhoods are 
not “disorganized”, and such assertions are ethnocentric and biased. The biggest problem of 
Social Disorganization Theory is its inability to explain why some people commit crime in 
those areas, but many more do not, while still others commit crime in communities not 





Self-derogation Theory (Kaplan 1975), is among the few perspectives focused on 
drug involvement which explicitly incorporate background and foreground influences. It 
focuses on how rejection from family, peers, and society can predispose individuals to crime 
(background) and that for some drug use is perceived as a way to increase their self-esteem 
(foreground) (Kaplan 1975; 1976; 1978). Kaplan, Martin, and Robbins (1982) suggest drug 
use is the result of self-derogation derived from negative social experiences causing an 
individual to look for alternative ways to increase their self-esteem, including the use of 
drugs. However, self-derogation is mediated and moderated by family, school, and peer 
influences (Kaplan, Martin and Robbins 1984). These primary agents of socialization are 
important for the theory of practice (Bourdieu 1977; 1990), as they influence subjective 
interpretations. However, Self-derogation Theory was specifically developed to understand 
drug use among adolescents. Empirical tests suggest that while self-derogation may have 
import for understanding juvenile drug use, it has less explanatory power for adults (Lee et 
al. 2018).  
In total, the influence of self-control, social disorganization, strain, social bonding, 
and self-derogation on drug involvement are important background influences that 
predispose people to use drugs. However, they fall short at explaining why people become 
involved with drugs, and thus the cause of drug involvement. In order to address this 
shortcoming, Katz (1988) has advocated for more focused attention of the subjective 
foreground of crime. Attention to the foreground of crime provides researchers with 
subjectively defined, interactionally inspired insights into the motivations and meanings 




center on the individual and the influence of subjectivity and meaning making on criminal 
decision making. Theoretical explanations aimed at the foreground of crime attempt to 
answer questions of motivations, meaning, and identity and how they condition each other. 
Thus, foreground explanations of drug involvement attempt to make sense of seemingly non-
rational choices to be involved with drugs. 
In understanding how structural forces can condition the meaning and choice to deal 
drugs some have suggested that drug trade has become an important “counter economy” 
(Davis 1988), which allows those with otherwise little access to economic solvency a viable 
alternative. Indeed, multiple scholars have noted that dealing drugs becomes a seemingly 
logical option when more conventional avenues for success are either blocked by structural 
disadvantage or knifed off by the consequences of addiction (Manning and Redlinger 1983; 
Mieckowski 1994; Ricardo 1994; Denton and O’Malley 2001; Campbell and Hanson 2012; 
Erickson, Hochstetler and Copes In Press). While dealers are motivated to deal drugs for 
economic benefits, specifically to support their families, dealers also enjoy various intangible 
and symbolic benefits from their dealings including improved social status and perception of 
self (Weismean 1993; Whitehead, Peterson and Kaljee 1994; Bourgois 2003; Erickson, 
Hochstetler and Copes, In Press). Scholars have routinely noted one of the main draws to 
drug trade is the lifestyle that is popularly associated with it, one of fast cars, fast women, 
and fast lives. (Shover 1996; VanNostrand and Tewksbury 1999; Campbell and Hansen 
2012). The question is how these motivations and rewards become salient to individuals and 







Learning Theory is an amalgamation of the works of several criminologists. Most 
notable among them is Sutherland’s theory of Differential Association (Sutherland and 
Cressey 1974) which set the stage for theorists such as Akers (1985) who included principles 
of operant conditioning into his version of Learning Theory. The overriding principle behind 
Learning Theory is that crime, including drug involvement, is a learned behavior, most often 
learned in intimate groups of significant others who provide motives, rationales and 
meanings to the learner.  
Significant research exists which tests propositions from learning theories for the 
ability to explain drug use. A large body of research finds support for various components of 
Social Learning Theory to predict drug usage (Marcos, Bahr and Johnson 1986; Svensson 
2003; Bohnert, Bradshaw and Latkin 2009; Ellickson, Collins and Bell 2009). Specifically, 
important sources of learning seem to relate to parental drug use (Dembo et al. 1986), and 
peer associations which include peer behavior and attitudes conducive to drug involvement 
(Adler and Adler 1978; Petriatis, Flay and Miller 1995; Ford 2008). It is from these 
significant others that people learn the motivations, justifications and meanings afforded to 
drug use that provide resources for constructing a deviant identity encouraging continued 
use.  
It has been suggested people learn that dealing drugs is a viable and fruitful course of 
action through their experiences as drug users (Murphy, Waldrorf and Reinarman 1990; 
Taylor and Potter 2013), and specifically from parents and peers that encourage their 
participation (Flom et al. 2001; Stanforth, Kostiuk, and Garriott 2015). While dealers of all 




enjoyment and status from (Li and Feigelman 1994; Li et al. 1996; Jacques and Wright 
2015), people of economic disadvantage are more apt to consider drug dealing as an 
instrumental act to achieve and sustain economic independence (Buchanan 1993). Learning 
Theory provides researchers with a way to understand why people can choose to engage in 
the seemingly irrational practice of drug dealing and how they learn to construct an identity 
consonant with their surroundings and behaviors.   
Learning Theory has been criticized for difficulty in testing its key hypotheses, 
possibilities of spuriousness between deviant peer associations and crime commission, and a 
lack of ability to explain crime done by people who are isolated, antisocial or otherwise 
reclusive (Curran and Renzetti 1994; Akers and Sellers 2004). Others criticize the overly 
psychological additions of Akers (1985) and note that research on the criminal justice 
policies designed to reduce recidivism and repeat offending inspired by Learning Theory do 
not appropriately incorporate its insights to be effective (Wilson and Hernstein 1985).  
Techniques of Neutralization 
Techniques of neutralization (Sykes and Matza 1957), allow offenders to free 
themselves of the guilt associated with their misdeeds and maintain a positive sense of 
identity. Techniques of neutralization include “denial of responsibility”, “denial of injury”,  
“denial of victim”, “condemnation of the condemners” and “appeal to higher loyalties”. 
These neutralizations provide persons with justifications to their crimes that are deemed as 
morally acceptable and appropriate. It is argued that such neutralizations proceed the deviant 
act and function as both rationalization and motivation.  
Sykes and Matza (1957) argued deviants were able to persist in their behaviors and 




They contended that such neutralizations were considered prior to the act of deviance, not 
after it as a rationalization, and in that way neutralizations are suggested to partially explain 
the motivation to offend. Of specific import for understanding persistence in crime is the 
understanding that the use of neutralizations allows for individuals to construct a positive 
sense of identity despite their various misdeeds. In a review, Maruna and Copes (2005) 
discuss numerous studies which elaborate the ways in which neutralizations are used to 
neutralize guilt, maintain and positive sense of identity, and justify continuation in deviant 
activity (Maruna and Copes 2005). While a significant number of qualitative accounts 
provide evidence that those involved with drugs rely on various neutralizations to justify 
their involvement (Priest and McGrath 1970; Akers and Cochran 1985; Shiner and Newburn 
1997; Sandberg 2012; Cutler 2014), quantitative research suggests only a moderate 
association between the use of neutralizations and various forms of crime (Ball 1966; Minor 
1981; Agnew and Peters 1986; Mitchell, Doddler and Norris 1990).  
Techniques of neutralization have been criticized on several grounds. Some have 
taken issue with the assumption that deviants are largely conventional and use neutralizations 
to protect their sense of identity as a good, moral person. Indeed, some have shown various 
forms of rhetorical neutralizations can emerge from subcultural commitments which require 
neutralizations of prosocial behavior (Topalli 2005). Finally, while Sykes and Matza (1957) 
have argued that neutralizations precede deviance, research has found offenders tend to only 
accept neutralizations for crimes in which they have already participated (Minor 1981; 
Wortley 1986; McCarthy and Stewart 1998). Thus, while neutralizations are important for 
understanding the accounts or narratives of deviant behavior (Scott and Lyman 1968; Maruna 




involvement. This concern over temporal ordering may be a blow to the theory’s ability to 
speak to causation, but it still provides insight into the ways in which individuals can 
construct and maintain a positive identity in the face of, or in concert with, their criminal 
behavior. The main shortcoming of neutralization theory is the narrow bounds it places on 
the connections between talk and crime, limiting inquiry into the most obvious types of 
common excuses. 
Subcultural Theories 
Subcultural theorists suggest subcultures exist within the dominant culture while 
having their own rules, morals and norms. Subcultures emerge among similarly situated 
people, either through choice or by circumstance. Subcultures fashion normative moral 
orders for their participants who draw from the subculture cues about how to contextualize 
and understand their experiences and behaviors. Subcultural theorists like Cohen (1955), 
Cloward and Ohlin (1960), and Wolfgang and Ferracutti (1967) contend persistent criminals 
ensconced in a criminal subculture have in part, or wholly rejected the norms, values, and 
goals of conventional society. In their place, subcultural participants construct and enact their 
own dispositional and behavioral norms. They produce and reproduce subculturally specific 
interactional “codes” (Anderson 1999), with specific “focal concerns” (Miller 1958), as 
informed by experiencing similar structural and social conditions (Cohen 1955) (for a review 
of subcultures see Brake 1980; Blackman 2005; 2014; Williams 2007). 
 Cloward and Ohlin (1960) were among the first to discuss drug using subcultures 
(retreatist subculture), but research on drug subcultures have waxed and waned within 
criminological discourse (see Brake 1980). Currently little research examines drug use within 




scholars argue that subcultural studies still have import for understanding drug use (Pederson 
2009; Shiner 2009; Sandberg 2012; Holm, Sandberg, Kolind and Hesse 2014), and the ability 
of subcultural orientations to influence identity construction (Copes and Williams 2007). 
Subcultures can be thought of as “fields” of action (Bourdieu 1977; 1990), and are important 
for understanding both identity and choice. However, while subcultural studies provide 
insight into how offenders may negotiate meaning around their drug use it only provide 
pieces to the puzzle of how drug users make the choice to use drugs, construct their identity 
and to what consequence.   
For many dealers, the motivation to deal drugs is wrapped up in the lifestyle 
associated with being in which doing drugs is central concern and organizing activity 
(Erickson, Hochstetler and Copes In Press). Sandberg (2008) argues for many of the dealers 
their aim was “hedonism” and living lifestyles they could not otherwise afford. Dealers 
engage in boundary work that marks distinction between themselves others they contend are 
less worthy of respect and subcultures provide a context where such boundaries are respected 
and appreciated. Sandberg (2012) has also provided evidence of the import of drug 
subcultures for understanding the nature of individual drug markets including how they are 
hierarchically structured and enacted. While drug subcultures provide resources participants 
can use to bring meaning to their behaviors and construct their identities, perspectives 
exclusively attuned to the influence of subcultures do not address what draws people to those 
behaviors and subcultures to begin.  
Subcultural theories alone are untenable for understanding drug participation for 
several reasons. It seems obvious that not all crime is a product of embodying a particular 




people of the same subculture. Subcultural theories are also devised with the working and 
lower classes in mind and as such do not explain socioeconomically depressed people who 
do not commit crime and affluent people who do. The values and concerns considered a part 
of subcultures are not inherently deviant even if they lend themselves to deviance and little 
research finds that subcultural participants engage in wholesale rejection of the dominant 
culture (Ryan 1976; Kornhauser 1978).  
Identity Theory and Boundary Work 
Identity Theory, brought to its fullest explication by Burke and Stets (2009) who 
suggest individuals have social (group), role (positions within a group) and person 
(individual’s unique self-concept), identities that inform who they are and how they act. 
Thus, in relation to drug use an individual may conceive of themselves as a drug user (social 
identity), a “crackhead” (role identity) and a person who has experienced marginalization but 
is really a good person in spite of their crack addiction (person identity). Researchers of 
crime and deviance have used the propositions of identity theory to understand criminal 
behavior, including drug use (Athens 1974; Keimer and Matsueda 1994; Geiger and Fischer 
2005; Landolt 2013).  
The issue with identity theory to understand drug use (or trade for that matter), is its 
focus on subjectivity and lack of attention to social structure. Additionally, identity theorist’s 
suggestion of the process of identity negotiation is either so highly agential as to approach 
absurdity, or is so deeply subconscious as to strip agency from the actor. Moreover, behavior 
as a product of identity is treated tautologically in identity theory, “District managers do the 
things that district managers are supposed to do.” (Burke and Stets 2009:12). Finally, while 




explain how social structure can force the hand of individuals propelling them into certain 
identities and not others, or how similarly socially situated individuals can end up with 
drastically different identities (e.g. “decent” vs. “street”, Anderson 1999). Bourdieu’s (1990) 
theory of practice can explain how people’s dispositions and behaviors are conditioned by 
social structure and narrative sociology (an extension of identity theory), better explains how 
people negotiate their identities. Despite these theoretical concerns, research on identity has 
important insights for the work proposed here including the concepts of salience hierarchy 
(Stryker 1968; Callero 1985; Stryker and Burke 2000), role performance and commitment 
(Burke and Reitzes 1981; Stryker and Burke 2000; Burke and Stets 2009), identity 
verification (Burke and Stets 2009), and their links to self-esteem and self-consistency which 
motivate socially situated action (Foote 1951; Elliot 1986; Stryker and Burke 2000; Vryan, 
Adler and Adler 2003; Burke and Stets 2009), and are invaluable for understanding initiation 
and persistence in drug use.    
Reconciling Background and Foreground Theories of Crime 
 The theoretical perspectives enumerated above are valuable for understanding drug 
use and trade but treat these phenomenon one-sidedly. Background theories address the 
influences that inform an individual’s propensity to use or sell drugs, while foreground 
theories address the meaning and decision making processes of those that use and sell drugs. 
Increasingly, there has been attention turned to the bridging background and foreground 
explanations of crime.  
 In recent years, social theorists have worked to bridge the structure-subjectivity 
divide (Bourdieu 1977; 1990; Giddens 1984; Thornberry 1987; Groves and Lynch 1990; 




reconciling background, structural approaches and foreground, subjective approaches to 
crime were done by Sampson and Wilson in an attempt to understand disparate violent crime 
rates by people of color (Sampson and Wilson 1995). Following earlier work on criminal 
subcultures, they suggested neighborhood-level patterns of inequality gives rise to social and 
ecological concentrations of the “truly disadvantaged”, which encourages social 
disorganization, social isolation and cultural adaptions that transform the meaning of crime, 
specifically violence, to something culturally sanctioned and valorized. Indeed, concentrated 
disadvantage has been found to be among the most powerful and consistent predictors of 
violent crime (Pratt and Cullen 2005). Sampson and Wilson (1995) argued such ecological 
segregation and social disorganization produced a community context that informed the 
“cognitive landscape”, or the availability of community norms informing behavior and codes 
of conduct. Anderson (1999) provides a detailed discussion of the various manifestations of 
such cultural adaptions and their relation to crime. In line with Sampson and Grove (1989), 
Anderson (1999), suggests deindustrialization, discrimination and distrust in the police and 
other social institutions lead to systemic disadvantage that encourages the emergence of a 
dispositional set of norms he terms the “code of the street”. This code informs how people in 
these areas think, walk, and talk and is the product of both structural conditions and 
culturally informed meaning.  
While cognitive landscapes and street codes are of significant utility for 
understanding how structure and culture can intersect to inform criminal behavior, they are 
purposely narrow as they were developed to understand why violent crime rates were higher 
in disadvantaged communities of color. It is true neighborhoods with comparable levels of 




utility for understanding why more affluent people, engage in drug use or trade, and leaves 
open the role of culture that informs the choice to be involved with drugs specifically. 
Indeed, Boardman et al. (2001) find when controlling for neighborhood disadvantage, strain, 
social and psychological resources Black people are less likely to use drugs than are their 
White counterparts. Thus, using a perspective developed to understanding differential violent 
offending on the part of Black people does not follow logically.  
Sampson and Bean (2006) noted the thorniest of issues in the study of race and crime 
is the influence of culture. Criminologists have worked to understand the importance of 
criminal subcultures as a causal force or “culture in action”. Particularly valuable is the 
concept of “cultural toolkit” (Swidler 1986), which calls attention to notion that people pull 
from culture variably based on available “tools” and preference, which provide people with a 
toolkit of culturally informed scripts, cognitive schemas and value orientations. People use 
these cultural tools as symbolic resources they can rely on to make sense of their 
surroundings and negotiate interactions with others. Despite this turn towards understanding 
culture as emergent, dynamic, and causal in recent years, “there has not yet been a decisive 
theoretical reformulation of the old culture/structure debate” (Sampson and Bean 2006:23). 
Some of this resistance is certainly associated with anachronistic views of culture as an 
emergent causal force. Sampson and Bean (2006) noted criminologists have historically 
taken one of three positions on the import of culture for understanding criminal offending. 
The first view is that criminal subcultures are not actually truly cultures with its own set of 
casual forces, but are rather a loose set of ad hoc justifications for deviant behavior 
(Kornhauser 1978). The second perspective views deviant subcultural norms as an adaption 




(Massey 1995; Sampson and Wilson 1995; Wilson 1996). The third perspective suggests, 
even if criminal subcultures spring from structural conditions, they are emergent independent 
social forces with internal norms, rules, and logics that inform people’s attitudes and 
behaviors (Wolfgang and Ferracutti 1967; Anderson 1999). Perhaps it is most accurate to say 
causal forces of subcultures emerge within the bounds of broader structural and cultural 
constraints and take on an independent character when people internalize and reproduce 
subcultural values and norms through their own actions. This process of internalization, 
action and reproduction is what criminologists have struggled to theorize and what the theory 
of practice provides (Bourdieu, 1990). It seems important for criminologists to understand 
culture as a resource people use to structure and constrain social interaction. Individuals are 
centers of intersubjectivity and culture is the byproduct of social interaction in which people 
work towards subjectively defined goals. People rely on a repertoire of culturally informed 
values and meanings to create symbolic boundaries, make note of and create group 
differences, and motivate personal or social change (Lamont and Molnar 2002). With this in 
mind, it is important to consider culture, specifically criminal subcultures, as something that 
is “acted out” or produced and reproduced through social interaction. Thus, subcultures are 
performative and people are motivated to perform in certain ways, or follow certain lines of 
action over others, due to the influence of subculture values. Taken in this way, it would be 
erroneous to suggest criminal subcultures or identities are simply post-hoc rationalizations, 
but rather subcultures provide scripts for action that actors rely on to make social interactions 
work in their subjectively defined favor. Criminologists have already pulled from Bourdieu’s 
work, specifically the concept of “cultural capital”, but, as it is used, the concept lacks its full 




it originated. The theory of practice (Bourdieu 1990), provides a theoretical perspective that 
can bridge the structure versus culture debate by theorizing an internal generative structure 
which is informed by social structure and culture that informs action. Through this action and 
interaction people actively produce, reproduce, and modify existing cultural orders, including 
criminal subcultures. Such a perspective provides an understanding of how people both 
produce and are products of culture. Ultimately, understanding how structure and culture 
interact and inform decision making and identity construction among drug users and dealers 
are key to the present analysis.   
Identity as Causality 
Individuals are determining and determined by culture. Thus, to understand the 
choice to become drug involved and how that behavior is enacted it is important to have a 
theoretical perspective that incorporates an understanding of persons as active agents 
consuming cultural resources from which they can use to construct and contextualize a sense 
of self-identity and motivate and rationalize their behaviors. Agency can be understood as 
purposeful action contextualized by social interaction and influenced by the past, but oriented 
towards the future (Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Identities do not pop into existence, 
however, rather identity is an emergent phenomenon of personhood. To appreciate how 
individuals construct their identity, develop motivations and make decisions, it is necessary 
to have an ontological understanding of personhood. If a person is to have agency and make 
choices then such a definition would need to incorporate a social, and not merely biological 
or psychological, understanding of personhood. Smith (2010:61) provides this definition of 
personhood, 
“By person I mean a conscious, reflexive, embodied, self-transcending 




social communication who—as the efficient cause of his or her own 
responsible actions and interactions—exercises complex capacities for 
agency and intersubjective in order to develop and sustain his or her own 
incommunicable self.”  
 
Key to identity is reflexive (re)appreciation of symbols and meaning making capacities of 
individuals. Yet people do not draw their appreciations or understandings from air, rather 
they often reflect on “socially normative and evaluative dispositions” (Smith 2003:18) which 
orient their perceptions and behaviors. Thus, to understand why an individual does what they 
do, we must first understand who they are as a person. Yet, this begs the questions, what is a 
person, how do they construct a sense of self, and how do these affect behavior? People have 
affective desires born of their understandings of themselves and the world in which they act. 
People are not passive and determined, they are agential with the ability to choose from a 
variety courses of actions and self-representations. These choices are not rational in the sense 
of a “universal rational actor”, more akin to the products of “bounded rationality” (Copes and 
Vieratis 2009), people make choices with of what they view to be appropriate, logical and 
consequential from views of what people like them do and do not do. Who a person becomes 
is reliant on the “reconstructive endeavors” they engage in with the “fundamental aim of 
building/rebuilding a coherent and rewarding sense of identity” (Giddens 1991:75). Thus, an 
individual’s sense of their identity is a reflexive project in which people use their own 
experiences to develop organized and coherent assumptions about the future (Giddens 1991). 
They work to construct an expression of self that is coherent with their internal identity and a 
large part of a person’s identity is a product of local and cultural histories and logics that 
predominate in their lives and inform who they think they are and how they think they should 
act. Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977; 1990) provide a way to understand individuals as 




continually produced and reproduced through a synthesis of an actor’s lived experience, 
available cultural narratives, and perceptual understanding.  
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice 
The current study will eschew the false dichotomy between background (structure), 
and foreground (subjectivity) factors, and instead rely on a theoretical perspective that 
bridges them. In this study, I utilize Bourdieusian and narrative frameworks that are sensitive 
to the dialectical relationship between social structure and subjectivity that produces agency. 
I argue social context influences subjective understandings of self with import for 
understanding decision making and identity in relation to drug involvement. I examine how 
an individual’s dispositions and perceptions (habitus), social location (field), and available 
resources (capital), interplay to influence their behaviors and attitudes toward drug 
involvement.  
 Only recently have criminologists begun using Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, 
capital, and field which make up his theory of practice (1977; 1990). While only a handful of 
criminologists have utilized his theoretical framework (Sandberg 2008; McNeill et al. 2011; 
Caputo-Levine 2013; Ilan 2013; Fraser and Atkinson 2014; Shammas and Sandberg 2016), 
and applied it specifically to drug trade (Sandberg 2008; Grundetjern and Sandberg 2012; 
Fleetwood 2014), it would be a mistake to ignore his theory. It artfully bridges structure and 
subjectivity in a way that does not reduce practice to either. Important for criminology, it 
provides criminologists with tools for understanding agency and criminal etiology, or 
“primary deviations” (Lemert 1951).  
Bourdieu uses the concept of habitus to emphasize how social structure becomes 




“embodied history, internalized as a second nature” (Bourdieu 1990:56), which, “designates 
a way of being, a habitual state (especially of the body), and in particular, a predisposition, 
tendency, propensity or inclination. (Bourdieu 1977:214, original emphasis), and provides a 
“generative principle of regulated improvisations” (Bourdieu 1990:57). The habitus then is a 
set of dispositions structured by socialization and, “weight[ed] to early experiences” 
(Bourdieu 1977:78), that provide, “schemes of perception, conception and action” (Bourdieu 
1990:60). The habitus then can be considered something akin to a “cognitive schema” 
(Crocker, Fiske, and Taylor 1984). Bourdieu (1977;1990) makes the assertion a person’s 
habitus is durable and transposable, though not immutable. It is important to keep in mind 
habitus does not necessitate certain actions, but rather is a generative structure that produces 
dispositions, “inculcated by the possibilities and impossibilities… inscribed in objective 
conditions” (Bourdieu 1990:54), that inform, “the sequence of ordered and oriented actions 
that constitute objective strategies [and] appear to be determined by anticipation of the 
future” (Bourdieu 1990:62). Ultimately then, habitus is a generative structure informing the 
choices people make and is a product of the objective conditions within fields (social 
context), individuals occupy. This is how Bourdieu transcends the structure-subjectivity 
argument and minimizes or ignores neither while making sense of agential action. 
 Fields can be considered metaphorical social spaces. A field “is a veritable social 
universe where, in accordance with its particular laws, there accumulates a particular form of 
capital… [and] is a universe of belief.” (Bourdieu 1993:164). Bourdieu refers to fields 
because they conjure up the image of a sports field. As with fields for sport, social fields 
have individuals with distinct positions, internal points of demarcation, boundaries, and rules 




conditioned by structural characteristics of neighborhoods and social realities like 
discrimination, but exist symbolically and take their shape through interaction. These 
components of fields set what Bourdieu calls the “logic of practice” within fields (Bourdieu 
1990), and provide “a set of beliefs and assumptions that undergird the game” (Hanks 
2005:73). Each field has its own “logic of practice” that sets the “rules of the game”, and 
notably drug dealing is sometimes referred to simply as “the game” with rules learned 
through parents and peers (Campbell and Hansen 2015). Such rules are naturalized parts of 
the games and can be explained using “doxa”, or the taken for granted assumptions of the 
field which are inscribed on a person’s habitus through inculcation. Within fields, which are 
hierarchically organized, agents compete for positioning and the “stakes” of the competition 
are forms of capital. Members of each of the fields struggle for position within the field, 
however, the “strategies” people use to improve their position will be conditioned by their 
“feel for the game” (habitus) and their available capitals. Thus, fields and their semi-
autonomous logics, mediate what individuals do within particular social spaces. This is how 
Bourdieu avoids the problematic conception of a universal rational actor.  
Bourdieu argues capital exists in multiple forms: economic, social, cultural and 
symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1986). Economic capital relates to economic resources. Social 
capital, “is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of 
a durable network… of mutual acquaintance” (Bourdieu 1986:251). Cultural capital most 
often refers to “dominant” cultural capital is more complex than other forms of capital and 
exists in embodied, objectified and institutionalized states (Bourdieu 1986). Symbolic is 
similar to cultural capital in that it can take on three forms but is particularly relevant here 




importance lays in what can be referred to as the “logic of association and differences” 
(Moore 2012:103). The logic of association suggests people present themselves (embodied 
symbolic capital), engage in consumption (objectified symbolic capital), and seek 
qualifications marking competence (institutionalized symbolic capital). In short, they make 
choices and desire capital they perceive similar others would also make and desire. On the 
other hand, the “logic of differences” (Moore 2012), suggests a person who belongs to one 
group will make certain choices because they are not the choices that a person from another 
group would make. These two things are connected by what is culturally salient within the 
various fields people inhabit throughout their life and this is so because the “logic of 
selection” (Moore 2012), is produced by the generative structure of the habitus which 
provides strategies to improve one’s position in the field through the use and accumulation of 
capital. The “strategies” individuals use to improve their position in a field are conditioned 
by their habitus and their volumes and forms of capital.    
Bourdieu summarizes the interplay between his three key concepts in the equation 
[(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice (Bourdieu 1986:101). This equation can be understood 
such that practice is the product of one’s dispositions (habitus) conditioned by their resources 
(capital) and contextualized by the logics of the social space (field) inhabited by the 
individual. Thus, Bourdieu (1977; 1990) provides a bridge between social structure and 
subjectivity through the complex interplay of these three concepts which allow for agency, or 
“strategy”, within the bounds of what agents view to be possible. Such concepts provide 
criminologists with the tools to understand why some offend and others do not offend, 
despite similar risk factors. Analyzing crime within a Bourdieusian framework is best 




advantageous framework from which to understand data relating to agential practice and 
identity. 
Narrative Criminology 
 Presser and Sandberg (2015:1) sum up the goals of narrative criminology and its 
analytic gaze this way,  
“Narrative criminology is an inquiry based on the view of stories as 
instigating, sustaining, or effecting desistance from harmful action. We 
study how narratives inspire and motivate harmful action, and how they 
are used to make sense of harm.” 
 
The importance of narratives to the study of crime cannot be overstated. Scott and Lyman 
(1968:62) suggest, “Since it is with respect to deviant behavior that we call for accounts, the 
study of deviance and the study of accounts are intrinsically related, and a clarification of 
accounts will constitute a clarification of deviant phenomenon.” Accounts, or narratives, act 
to “verbally bridge the gap between action and expectation” (Stokes and Hewitt 1976), and 
as Bruner (1987:15), argued, “In the end we become the autobiographical narratives by 
which we ‘tell about’ our lives.” As such narratives are of vital importance for understanding 
motivation, action and identity.   
Generally speaking, narratives track events over time and make a point (Presser 2013; 
Presser and Sandberg 2015). Often such stories are explicitly or implicitly moral, and relay 
the actors action in a morally contextualized way (Presser 2013). Narrative scholars point to 
varying types of narratives, but in whatever form they take, narrative criminologists consider 
narratives “constitutive of reality and not merely representation. [They] make things happen 
because they guide human action.”, and argue, “Our narratives communicate who we think 




 It has been argued that narratives, “may be the way through which human beings 
make sense of their own lives” (McAdams 1995:207; see also Baumeister and Newman 
1994), and understand who they are and how they should think and act (Holstein and 
Gubrium 2000). Narratives provide researchers with the richest data on how individuals 
perceive their own lives and actions (Polkinghorne 1996). Consequently, narrative 
criminologists take seriously the concept of narrative identity (Riceour 1988; 1992; Somers 
1994; Loseke 2007), and argue the way people choose to frame their experiences says much 
about the identity of the person (Maruna and Copes 2005). Riceour (1992:118) argues that 
narrative identities, “are at once descriptive and emblematic”. Descriptive of personal 
character that permits identification of oneself to oneself and to others, and emblematic of 
action and “keeping one’s word” (Riceour 1992:123), or efforts at self-consistency. 
Narratives exist at three distinct levels: a macro-level (cultural narratives), a meso-level 
(organizational and institutional narratives), and a micro-level (personal narratives), (Loseke 
2007). People draw from cultural and organizational or institutional narratives and synthesize 
them with their own lived experience to construct their personal narratives and by extension 
their identities. Cultural and institutional narratives provide actors with templates of 
culturally salient and valued identities with associated characteristics, dispositions, and codes 
of conduct (e.g. mother, professor, grunt marine), they can borrow from to build their own 
personal narratives and identities and subsequently motivate behavior (Loseke 2007). They 
provide “narrative resources”, which are available for people to draw from so they can cast 
themselves “in preferred ways, with particular themes and plotlines” (Holstein and Gubrium 
2000:104). In doing so, people are able to construct a contextualized sense of identity that to 




cultural form they are borrowing from and signals who they are to themselves and others 
(Riceour 1992). Of course, important markers of social identity like race/ethnicity, class and 
gender intersect and inform a person’s identity in a way that shapes the narratives they pull 
from to construct their own narratives and in turn their identity (Holstein and Gubrium 2000).  
 Presser (2009; 2012) suggests that narratives exist prior to action, relay an 
individual’s narrative identity, and motivate offending. The narrative approach has been used 
to understand various types of criminal offending including White collar crime, mass murder, 
drinking, the use of cannabis, carjacking, street violence in the UK, identities of crack users, 
terrorism, drug dealing, and female drug trafficking (Copes, Hochstetler and Williams 2008; 
Sandberg 2009; Klenowski, Copes, and Mullins 2011; Brookman et al. 2011; Landolt 2013; 
Copes, Hochstetler and Sandberg 2015; Fleetwood 2015), as well as desistance from crime 
and rehabilitation (Maruna 2001; Ward and Marshall 2007; Stevens 2011). Importantly, 
narratives relay to an audience what the narrator perceives to be their personal qualities based 
on prior action. Narratives provide a script to the audience of what to expect from the person 
in subsequent interaction, and most importantly relay an identity that individuals will try to 
live up to in the future. Indeed, the act of telling a narrative is a venue for individuals to enact 
their identity (Reismann 2002).  
Thus, narratives are important for understanding both individual identity and action. 
However, people do not pull cultural or institutional narratives from a buffet of narratives to 
construct their narrative identity. People pull from narratives that are available to them on the 
basis of the fields they inhabit, and construct their narrative identity on the foundation of the 
habitus they possess and the capitals they own. This is so for two reasons. First, people are 




only exposed to narratives that are salient within the fields they maneuver through. Second, 
of the narratives people are exposed to, some are viewed as more plausible to draw from than 
others because there is a fit (or lack of) with their habitus and available capital, which in turn 
effects the construction of their narrative identity. It is because of these caveats the concept 
of “narrative habitus” is necessary.   
Narrative Habitus 
 Narrative criminology argues that narratives are causal and not simply post-hoc 
rationalizations. Yet, theoretically this is an assumption for which narrative criminologists 
can reasonably be critiqued. Understanding narrative identity as a product of habitus and 
conditioned by available “local” (Holstein and Gubrium 2000), or “cultural” and 
“organizational” narratives (Loseke 2007), within fields allows narratives to be understood as 
socially contextualized and thus prior to, and constitutive of action. Fleetwood (2016) 
provides the first, and thus far only, criminological delineation of “narrative habitus”. The 
concept of “narrative habitus” combines the insights of Bourdieu’s theory of practice with 
narrative criminology’s focus on the production and effect of narrativity. Fleetwood 
(2016:173) suggests “narrative habitus conveys the way that narratives are natural and 
logical; the sense that the story could never have been otherwise.” She makes the argument 
that “narrative habitus” emerges from the embodiment of field logics which provide 
“narrative doxa” that structure individual’s narratives and narrative identity. In other words, 
narratives emerge from the internalization of field logics which inform the dispositions 
(habitus) of people and orient them towards particular narratives with which to understand 
their identity and their actions. Fleetwood (2016:186) gives primacy to narratives and 




modification of habitus which I find unnecessary. Bourdieu (1990:68) clearly states the 
habitus allows for a, “pre-verbal taking-for-granted of the world”. Actions, the narratives 
people use to consciously understand them, and their narrative identity are the product of the 
generative structure of the habitus, which provide, “schemes of perception and appreciation 
of practices” (Bourdieu 1989:19), and orients individuals to a “probabilistic future”. Put more 
plainly, the habitus works below the level of narrative identity, informing which narratives 
one pulls from to construct a narrative identity. While both are integral to understand 
motivation and identity construction, this formulation of “narrative habitus” gives primacy to 
habitus rather than narratives. A person’s unique habitus informs the content of narratives 
and the narrative identity people choose to “live by” (Holstein and Gubrium 2000), which are 
conditioned by the availability of possible narratives circulating within the field(s) a person 
inhabits and their available capitals. Thus, a drug dealer may narrate their drug dealing 
behavior along the lines of a business person, or a counter-culture rebel, or simply as 
someone helping out friends. In any case, the narratives available to a dealer to understand 
their dealing behaviors are set within the bounds of the fields in which they exist and the 
content of personal narratives, and thus their narrative identity, are conditioned by the 
dealer’s habitus and capitals. Thus, drug dealing, or use, is a behavior informed by a person’s 
habitus, but the way in which they consciously understand their drug involvement, the way 
they understand why they are drug involved, is understood through available narratives which 
are selected and constituted on the foundation of an individual’s habitus. As Mills (1940: 
904), once noted “The differing reasons men give for their actions are not themselves without 
reason”. The concept of “narrative habitus” then provides insight into why people choose one 




researchers to understand human agency in a way that is sensitive to both structural and 
subjective influences. These contributions will best be realized through qualitative research 





CHAPTER 4.   METHODOLOGY: NARRATVIE AS METHOD 
 Research Sites 
 Participants were pulled from two distinct geographical and neighborhood contexts. 
Winterton City is a mid-size metropolitan community in the mid-west. It is the economic, 
political, and cultural hub of the state in which it resides. It has the largest population of any 
single city in the state and is considered demographically heterogeneous relative to its 
surrounding communities. Participants from Winterton City (n=39) are largely pulled from a 
small section of downtown which contains the city’s highest rates of crime, poverty and 
racial diversity. While violent crime and drug use are common in these areas, they are not on 
par with the country’s most violent, drug ridden neighborhoods. The people I interviewed 
here were largely economically disadvantaged people of color, although due to the city’s 
demographic make up, a small number of economically disadvantaged White participants 
(n=10) were interviewed. Their drug use ran the gamut from recreational cannabis use to 
poly-substance users with significant addiction issues. Many had experienced personal and 
legal troubles associated with their drug involvement. Most of the participants here had 
attempted to quit drugs at least one time, to varying degrees of success. Most all had 
overwhelmingly negative associations with drug use and dealing the most extreme of which 
related to death and the loss of freedom through incarceration. Participants were often eager 
to tell their stories and relayed their experiences with a level of emotion, humor and self-
reflexivity that was engaging and at times unexpected.  
 Two Rivers is a small suburban town orbiting a mid-sized metropolitan city in the 
mid-west in a different state than Winterton City. Two Rivers population is under 10,000 




make their homes there working in various industries, often in Prairie City (the mid-sized 
metropolitan city Two Rivers orbits), just a few miles away. There is little violent crime in 
the area, but it is considered by residents to be a community with a fair amount of drug use. 
Participants interviewed from Two Rivers were mostly White, working class individuals who 
were economically stable, but not affluent (n=21). Their drug use was variable with some 
participants exclusively using cannabis, while others tried various psychedelics and still 
others used drugs like methamphetamine and heroin. While some had plans to quit as they 
aged and “grew up”, few of the participants had tried to desist from drug involvement. Only a 
few had experienced prolonged periods of serious addiction, even fewer experienced 
significant troubles from their addiction beyond loss of self-esteem. Those that had desisted 
in the Two Rivers sample had increased levels of economic and social support by comparison 
to their counterparts in Winterton City. Few participants in Two Rivers had experienced legal 
trouble, and for those that had, it was often considered a temporal blip, rather than the start of 
a winding narrative of drug use and incarceration.  
Sampling 
Participants were located through multiple non-probability sampling strategies as is 
common for qualitative research (Boeri and Lamonica 2015). First, a purposive sampling 
strategy was used. Purposive sampling is often used when the researcher has pre-existing 
knowledge of where to locate participants of hard to reach populations (Boeri and Lamonica 
2015). Initial participants were located through pre-existing knowledge of possible 
participants and by contacting community centers at which flyers were posted advertising the 




 From initial participants garnered through purposive sampling a snowball sampling 
technique, sometimes called “chain referral” (Berg 2009), was utilized to find additional 
participants. In practice, I did this by giving willing participants “recruitment cards” they will 
be able to give to their associates with information about the study. Similar to purposive 
sampling, snowball sampling is appropriate for finding hard to reach populations (Berg 2009; 
Boeri and Lamonica 2015). However, there are drawbacks to using snowball sampling as 
participants are likely to refer others within their own social networks and snowball sampling 
is at times referred to as “network sampling” (Neuman 2012). As personal networks tend to 
be homophilic such a sampling strategy can limit variation in participants. However, this 
limitation can be overcome by developing a large sample, or through developing multiple 
research sites (Boeri and Lamonica 2015).  
Sample Characteristics 
The sample characteristics for this study were fairly evenly split along race, gender, 
and user and dealer status. In total, 60 current or former users and dealers were interviewed. 
Thirty-two individuals identified as users only, while the remaining 28 identified as dealers 
to some greater or lesser extent. I interviewed 29 White people and 31 people of color, as 
well as 31 males and 29 females spread across both research sites. I interviewed 39 low 
socioeconomic individuals from Winterton City and 21 working to middle class individuals 
from Two Rivers. Participants from Winterton City worked service or labor sector jobs, 
many were jobless, and several were at various stages of homelessness at the time of the 
interview. Participants from Two Rivers were largely college educated with stable jobs 
ranging from service sector to health professionals to managerial work. Participants ranged in 




usage of cannabis to sustained drug addiction and use of multiple drugs. The number of years 
participants used drugs ranged from 5 years to 20 years with an average of approximately 9 
years. The number of years participants reported engaging in drug dealing ranged from 5 
years to 28 years with an average of approximately 8 years. Average years using was higher 
than average years dealing as most dealers move to dealing after time as a user. However, a 
few participants started selling drugs at very young ages and did not start to use until 
sometime later. It is these individuals who account for difference between those longest 
dealing and those longest using.   
Analytic Procedure 
In the present study, I relied on semi-structured interviews with current and former 
drug users and dealers drawn from two distinct geographical and neighborhood locations. 
The research procedures used to collect and analyze the data presented were reviewed and 
approved of by Iowa State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix). 
Due to the sensitive nature of the topics to be discussed, IRB approval was contingent on a 
full board review. At the review, I presented the rationale and purpose of my study, as well as 
how I planned to protect subjects and their responses during the interview itself and in 
perpetuity. Extra care was taken to protect respondent’s anonymity including never recording 
respondents legal name or contact information. At initial contact and prior to the interview, 
participants were informed of their rights as research participants and explained how their 
anonymity would be protected. Participants were given a copy of the informed consent form, 
were asked to read it, and had it read aloud to them prior to the start of the interview. 
Permission was granted from the IRB to forgo written consent forms due to the sensitive 




interview. Interviews took place in public locations that allowed for privacy, including parks, 
lakes, libraries, coffee shops, and community centers. Participants were compensated $50 for 
their time during the interviews. Interviews lasted approximately 60-120 minutes and were 
audio recorded for later transcription. After transcription, audio recordings were destroyed.   
 Bourdieu (1990) considers habitus as durable and transposable dispositions of mind 
and body that are weighted towards early life experiences, especially those with family and 
significant peers. To understand an individual’s habitus, life histories are exceptional tools 
for assessing an individual’s perception of self and how it has evolved over time. One goal of 
this study was to assess how, or if a person’s habitus, and in turn, their identity, was effected 
by their drug involvement. Bourdieu (1990) notes that while a person’s habitus is durable, it 
is not immutable and is open to revision with sustained experience in a field. For the 
purposes of this study, I qualified “sustained experience” as five or more years of using or 
selling drugs. Thus, the examination of narratives (discussed at length above) are vital to the 
research conducted here, as narratives “map the diversity of ideal motives that exist in a 
culture, and in addition it helps us investigate how people creatively draw on cultural 
repertoires to link themselves to a specific culture” (Hammersvik 2018:89). Sandberg 
(2016:155), suggests narratives “are seldom the outcome of conscious strategies by 
storytellers, but more a kind of practical sense learned through socialization”, and links this 
explicitly to Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of practice which gives attention to sense making 
through socialization. Thus, the examination of personal narratives and how individuals 
construct these narratives by relying on cultural narratives and associated identities (Holstein 




Participants’ utterances, the data of this analysis, are used to relay coherent narratives 
of experiences and one’s identity (Agar and Hobbs 1982). Narratives cohere at different 
levels: the global, themal and local levels. Global coherence looks at narratives as a whole 
and attends to the overarching goal of the narrative (i.e. the point trying to be made by the 
narrator). Themal coherence is concerned with “chunks of content” (Agar and Hobbs 1982:7) 
that connect the speaker’s utterances to a broader cultural world including the beliefs, values, 
or goals that motivate their decision making and inform their identity. Local coherence 
attends to the way participants’ utterances link together in a meaningful way throughout a 
narrative. I attend largely to themal and global coherence, or the broad themes and 
overarching point of narratives and how they relay the motivation, meaning and identity of 
participants.  
Semi-structured interviews were used to elicit narratives from participants. Semi-
structured interviews are useful because they provide the researcher with a roadmap for the 
interview but still allow for deviations and probes of further inquiry (Neuman 2011; Weisheit 
2015). The interviews were structured so as to try to capture the life histories of individuals 
as they relate to their drug involvement. The use of life histories allows researchers to go 
beyond the immediate and proximate situation of an event, or an offense in the case of 
criminology, and give insight into a, “broad range of psychological, sociological, mystical-
religious, and cosmological-philosophical issues” (Atkinson 2002:128). Analyzing life 
history accounts are useful for developing or critiquing theory and concepts and are excellent 
for understanding the degree of agency people perceive themselves to have and how they 
enact their identity (Shover 2012). Reissman (1993) has indicated that narratives often pour 




some researchers have noted difficulty in eliciting narratives (Mishler 1986), and suggest, 
counterintuitively, the most efficient way to elicit a narrative is through inquiries about 
specific times, places and situations rather than broad questions aimed at getting participants 
to provide an entire life story from one question (Holloway and Jefferson 2000). As no one 
method for eliciting narratives is consistently suggested in the literature, I utilized both an 
initial broad question of “Would you mind telling me about how you got into drugs, your 
experience with them and where you are today?”, and a protocol directing participants to talk 
about specific times, people and situations.  
Participants audio recorded responses were transcribed with the ensuing 
transcriptions imported into NVivo. NVivo is a commonly used qualitative data analysis 
software. NVivo facilitates the coding and analyses of transcription fundamental to 
qualitative inquiry (Corbin and Strauss 1990). The use of NVivo allows the user to code the 
data and examine the data for recurring words, themes, or phrases that are especially salient 
to the study at hand. To begin, all transcripts were read in their entirety to get a general sense 
of what each interview contained, prominent areas of similarity and dissimilarity between 
respondents, and the overall flow of the interviews. This process began the first level or 
phase of coding. Analysis of the data began with what is commonly referred to as first cycle 
coding (Saldana 2013). Coding can be considered “tags or labels for assigning units of 
meaning to the descriptive or inferential information complied during a study” (Huberman 
and Miles 1994: 56). Coding decisions related to what utterances to code and the meaning 
ascribed to such utterances were informed by prior research, the theoretical framework used 
in this study, and the research questions of the study. Transcripts were coded with addressing 




responses. I attended to the way participants described their context, motivations for use and 
sense of identity in my initial codes while making memos to note emergent differences 
between race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location. First cycle coding involved the 
initial interpretation of participant’s responses by assigning a code to a word, phrase, or 
analytically important theme present within the interview. Specifically, “initial coding” was 
utilized. Initial coding involves the beginning examination of transcripts line by line for 
similarities and differences while being open to all possible theoretical and analytic 
possibilities (Charmaz 2002; Saldana 2013). These codes were developed from the “raw 
data” of the interviews. Utterances were coded for their level of meaning. Thus, codes were 
derived from a few words or phrases, whole sentences, paragraphs and narratives. Due to 
individual interdiscursivity, codes derived from individual sentences or thoughts were often 
nested in larger unfolding narratives. Thus, I used both “holistic-content reading” which 
consider stories holistically for the point the narrator is making as well as a “part-content 
reading” in which I analyzed specific utterances within narratives for their thematic and 
narrative importance (Lieblich 1998). I examined narratives both for their content and for 
similarities and differences between users and dealers as well as people of different racial, 
gender, socioeconomic status and residential location. In addition, I was attuned to the way 
people contrasted themselves between others and their selves overtime as these are integral 
for how people construct coherent narratives and in turn their identity. The first cycle 
involved several iterations to pare down and refine the initial codes on the basis of relevance 
across and within narratives. This iterative process of coding refining codes after 
examinations within and between transcripts is known as the “constant comparative” method 




Next, “second cycle” (Saldana 2013), coding was undertaken. During this second 
cycle of coding, “focused coding” was used. Focused codes are abstract and broad and 
include the many of the initial codes they subsume (Charmaz 2002). Focused coding involves 
looking for salient, significant and frequently occurring codes within and between transcripts 
in order to develop theoretically and analytically relevant themes (Charmaz 2002; Saldana 
2013). These themes consist of “axial” codes, or sub-codes revolving around a central 
analytically important theme (e.g. a theme of “motivations to use drugs” could include sub-
codes such as “curiosity”, “escape”, “rebellion”, and “fitting in with peers”). Themes were 
examined using insights from narrative criminology (Presser 2009; Presser and Sandberg 
2015), and for their relevance to the research questions. Coding was considered complete at 
the point of data saturation, or the point when no new themes, codes, ideas, or relationships 
appeared and all cases could be understood or explained using the themes and codes 
developed through the method of constant comparison (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 
2002). Constant comparison allows research to develop themes and concepts and link them to 






CHAPTER 5.   FINDINGS 
Drug Use and Context 
One of the main objectives of this study was to understand how those that were drug 
involved brought meaning to the context that surrounded them and the extent that they 
perceived context to encourage their involvement. When queried about the influence of 
context on their drug involvement, most participants noted multiple salient influences. These 
influences included chaotic, conflicted or disorganized family lives, peers or romantic 
partners with attitudes favorable to drug involvement, and growing up in milieu where it was 
perceived there was “nothing better to do” or drugs were omnipresent. These contextually 
informed influences varied little by race/ethnicity or gender.  
It was more common for participants from Winterton City to note the experience of 
living in areas of poverty, crime, drug use and trade. Many from Winterton City felt their 
communities had been forgotten and neglected by those with the influence to do something. 
Many even noted the reason they participated in the interview was in hopes of shining a light 
on the experience of people in communities such as the one they called home. This sense of 
feeling abandoned and hopeless permeated many of the accounts of those I interviewed from 
Winterton City. On the other hand, those relatively more affluent participants from Two 
Rivers suggested their small town afforded them little to do, and drugs were readily 
accessible from the major city a short drive away. Their proximity to a major city combined 
with their relative anonymity in the city where they acquired drugs allowed them the freedom 
to use drugs with few negative consequences. Many also were able to skirt suspicion because 
they did not exhibit stereotypical behavioral or possess demographic characteristics of the 




for participants’ initial motivations to become involved with drugs and how they constructed 
an identity consonant with their experiences.  
Physical Context 
 
 When I asked participants about how the neighborhood setting they grew up in 
influenced their perception of and willingness to engage with drugs they often called on 
social forces effecting their lived environment including family, lovers, and peers. Some also 
mentioned cultural influences that shaped their interest in drug use, while others completely 
rejected the notion that context informed their decision making instead saying they “made 
their own choices”. Indeed, some were almost militant about their ownership of their actions 
such as Keysha, a Black user from Winterton City who said, “I’m saying I don’t really feel 
like I had a role model or something that influenced me. I used because I wanted to use. I 
don’t blame it on nobody else.” Some participants however did mention important aspects of 
the objective physical environment that shaped their interest in drugs.  
 Most participants from Two Rivers were born and raised there and while they lived 
only a short drive from Prairie City some participants noted their insulation in Two Rivers as 
a contributing factor to their interest in drug involvement. Jay, a White user and former 
dealer, said that he perceived growing up in Two Rivers as boring and lacking positive role 
models for young people. In this context, drugs became a viable route to alleviate boredom 
and spice up an otherwise mundane existence.  
“Well I think it’s pretty prevalent around a small town. The drugs are 
prevalent because its uh, you kind of grow up with this idea that well we 
could go to the pool, we could ride our bikes… (pauses) see this is my 
point, I’m trying to figure out what things kids could do, so uh, that’s kind 
of a way for us to turn to drugs. I think they may have been a driving 
factor and not so many other people we could follow as an influence 
around.  




J: Lack of entertainment. Lack of maybe mentors that were older than us, 
to you know, we don’t have an overwhelming amount of programs in this 
town. I think that drives the behavior to want to try new things. Cause 
once you’ve done it for a while it kind of gets old, you get tired of riding 
your bike, let’s go do some drugs instead (laughs).” 
 
This expression of boredom and having “nothing to do” was most common amongst the 
White participants of Two Rivers. The location of the town and its social makeup provided a 
context where participants became motivated to use, because as Dorian notes, “There’s 
nothing to do socially. Boredom is something that led to that sort of experimentation.” Take 
Cullen a White poly-drug user from Two Rivers for instance, who said the small-town 
context of Two Rivers discouraged adventuring into Prairie City, while encouraging 
adolescent activities he and his friends viewed as “cheesy” at the time. I asked Cullen how 
growing up in Two Rivers influenced his later interest in drugs and he replied,  
“Honestly just friends, boredom. I mean there is just nothing around here 
to do. When I guess, when I was 15, I thought… (trails off). Prairie City 
was so close our little town, was so close to our little suburb, but when I 
was 15, we got to go all the way to Prairie City to go do this or that. It’s 
just like Prairie City, that sketched us out so let’s just go grab a bag of 
weed and go to my house out the country and smoke and chew (tobacco). I 
guess you could say in way drugs were an easy way out cause you have 
those classmates that in high school we all make fun, or not really we, I 
didn’t really, but people make fun of those kids that are real creative, ones 
that are like ‘hey let’s get some of us together and go do this’ and your 
like, ‘screw that, I’m not doing that, that’s cheesy, go play hide and seek at 
16, that’s cheesy’, but you look back and you go, ‘that was probably the 
better thing, I missed out on some childhood things’ you know, even 
though I was that old, I missed out on going to that random football game 
I didn’t go to cause I was too worried about getting a bag of weed and 
stuff like that.” 
 
The insulation of Two Rivers not only provided a sense of boredom for many of the residents 
of Two Rivers as they aged, but it also left many residents with a sense that they had a 
naïveté about the world. Indeed, when I asked Davey to describe himself when he was 




of Two Rivers, combined with the at times unsavory characters met for drug transactions in 
Prairie City, made Two Rivers and the boundless country roads surrounding it attractive 
places for young people naïve to street culture to develop a close association with drugs and 
drug using peers which lasted into adulthood. 
 Winterton City provided a decidedly different context than did that of Two Rivers. 
Winterton City is considerably larger with considerably more economic and demographic 
diversity. Participants from Winterton City largely came from a small area of downtown with 
limited housing, low quality entry level work, and lacked community support organizations. 
The neighborhoods participants came from were among the most physically dilapidated and 
crime ridden areas of the city. These areas shaped the people I talked to and many noted that 
growing up in such areas provided a context where they were exposed to drug use and its 
harms from an early age. Antonne, a Black meth and cannabis user from Winterton City, 
noted that despite growing up in a home that did not expose him to such behavior, the 
neighborhood he came of age in exposed him to numerous people who were using drugs.  
“I wouldn’t necessarily say in my house but the neighborhood, like the 
kids, yeah, their families and stuff, their parents had did it, or whatever 
else, my friends in the neighborhood, definitely yeah. But my house no. I 
never even saw my mom take a drink.” 
 
Antonne was far from the only participant to note repeated exposure to drugs and crime 
where he grew up. Chris, a Black former cannabis user-crack dealer, called on classic notions 
of environmental determinism to explain his future involvement with drugs, when he said:  
C: Just the product of the environment, you just around it so much.  
J: So, it was something around you all the time? 
C: Yeah, so it becomes like the norm. You know like certain drugs or 





He went on to note the difficulties of being poor and struggling with drugs in Winterton City. 
To him Winterton City lacked support for those battling drug addiction where people could 
learn new habits and thought patterns that might help them desist and remain abstinent.  
“They don’t really have no drug houses, they got a few but there’s 
supposed to be more. Winterton City got a real big drug issue. I don’t 
know if you know the studies on that but they got a lot of drug users. Not a 
lot of drugs here, but I’m saying a lot of people that’s on drugs and like it 
might be from prescription pills, from smoking weed or just doing cocaine 
or meth and they don’t have too many houses for that, like sober 
houses/halfway houses. Like say I’m on probation or whatever and I’m 
doing drugs, I gotta go back to jail instead of going to a spot that. They got 
rehab, but I mean like sober houses where people like me that’s been 
through it are talking to ‘em and walking with ‘em. They don’t have that 
here. Hopefully they do get it but it goes back to America kinda needs 
drug users, just to keep it going.” 
 
Chris again noted the importance of environment when he said that despite a widely held 
perception that Winterton City had “a real big drug issue”, there was not appropriate social 
support services to deal with the issue. Chris also noted the revolving door of jail or prison 
that many participants from Winterton City experienced as a consequence of their drug 
involvement. Finally, Chris emblematized the distrust and disillusionment many in his 
community have of America as a civil society. In this context, once one has become 
meaningfully enamored with drugs they can be exceedingly hard to escape, driving people 
deeper into identification with, and persistence in, drug use.  
One of the biggest differences between the two research sites were the types of drugs 
mentioned by participants as prevalent in their area. Specifically, Black participants in 
Winterton City regularly noted the pervasive and deleterious influence of crack-cocaine in 
their neighborhoods. Crack ravaged Black communities across the U.S. in the 1980’s. The 




violent crime associated with its use and trade. Dedra, a Black drug user from Winterton 
City, had recently desisted from drug use after nearly 20 years of crack use. 
“I first became involved with drugs in the 1980’s, it was cocaine. It was 
back when they had, it was like powder form and you could mix it soda 
and it was in the seal, paper seal. This place, The Forbidden Fruit, a place 
where you could buy different types of pipes, you know pipe smoking was 
popular, pipe tobacco and whatever. And so that’s how I started. It was a 
very good form back then too, it was very pure and very addictive. 
Because back then when they had more, the powdered form where you 
could uh free base was a better type of free basing and more potent. There 
was part of the city that by word of mouth where to go to buy that, so but 
um that kept going on for a few years. Then the dealer got busted so you 
know that stopped that type of trade, like man I’ve been here long enough 
to know that ain’t been around since back then.” 
 
Dedra notes in years prior the neighborhood availability of higher potency powdered cocaine 
that was suitable for freebasing was prevalent, particularly if one knew the right people and 
where to go. Drug users share an insular network, one that is shaped by the realities of 
neighborhood context. When this network is disrupted users can sometimes struggle to find 
replacement dealers in an underground economy, particularly if they have limited mobility.  
The powder cocaine that drew Dedra to its freebase use was eventually replaced by inferior 
quality, pre-cooked crack that was not suitable for freebasing and imparted a less intense 
high. However, at that point Dedra was addicted to crack and had to learn to adjust with 
changes in neighborhood availability of her drug of choice and ready availability of rock 
cocaine. 
Physical context undoubtedly plays a role in the meaning brought to drug use and the 
way in which it is incorporated into a person’s identity. Skippy, a poly-drug user and former 
dealer who was raised in Two Rivers, had lived in various places around the country in his 




context actually prompted changes in Skippy’s perception of his motivation for use and by 
extension his identity in relation to his drug use.   
“Well uh, that’s a conflicted kind of thing, when I was living in California 
I was surrounded by people who used medical marijuana and so um that 
kind of became a form of medicine in my mind, and its, I guess I would 
consider myself a daily illegal drug user, considering marijuana is illegal 
federally and in this state. Um, and it I just have a problem calling it a 
drug, but it is.” 
 
As he had spent a sustained period of time in a different locale he had come to view cannabis 
use differently, as a medicine. His own perceptions of cannabis use clash against how he 
believes others might perceive his cannabis use, namely the government. Yet, physical and in 
turn cultural context left a significant impact on how Skippy viewed his use and himself in 
relation to it. Later in our conversation Skippy suggested he was “addicted” to cannabis as 
after a couple days without smoking he craved it and had a harder time sleeping. Yet, if 
Skippy was in a local where his daily cannabis use was viewed as medicinal, he would have 
likely viewed his craving and trouble sleeping as a natural consequence of cessation from his 
medicine. 
Family, Lovers, Peers 
 
Family interactions and dynamics were regularly noted as important for creating a 
context where participants developed an interest in drug use. Some participants had family 
members that used openly and unabashedly and created an environment in which drug use 
was normalized. Others had parents who provided little social control, supervision or 
parenting even if they did not use themselves, and in that vacuum found their way to drug 
use. Some individuals had emotionally abusive or withdrawn relationships with parents in 
which an association with drugs, and those with whom they used, provided a sense of 




more commonly noted among participants from Winterton City whose family lives were 
quite different from the generally stable, supportive environments that participants from Two 
Rivers grew up in. Take Claire for instance, a White mother from Winterton City, who 
started using drugs in college after becoming enamored with a Jim Morrison look alike. 
Claire starting using cannabis with “Guy 1” before trying various pharmaceuticals. Claire’s 
drug use became problematic at the point that she became pregnant and “Guy 1” began to 
engage in outside affairs. I asked her if anyone suggested she stop or provided her help at that 
critical point in her life and she related her response back to her relationship with her family.  
“No one ever did. And this goes back to, I don’t have a relationship with 
my family or my mom is narcissistic, controlling which is why she 
protected but never emotionally engaged with me. So, she never had 
emotional conversations, so she never was the one who ever said, what are 
you doing? She knew it, she knew I got pregnant, so knew I got pregnant 
somehow, she knew about the drugs but she never had that conversation. It 
was just I was wearing shorts and she would say, ‘wow you’re dressed like 
a slut today’. It was that type of thing where, I would be there and she 
said, ‘I’m willing to pay for you to get breast implants so it would even 
you out.’ It was those things but she never said, don’t use drugs you know 
- why are you with this guy? Had somebody done that I think I would 
have been shocked because I was not used to that. And I didn’t have a 
relationship with my dad so no one was coming after me to lead me, 
parent me, stop me. I wanted them to but no one would. So that’s where I 
see it coming full circle with bonus child, I’m trying to everything I 
wanted to them to do for me, trying to be what I needed and they never 
did. So, I think I would have been very resistant because I have to give up 
Guy 1 and that’s all I have. But I don’t know because I would have 
gravitated towards it because I would have felt loved and I wouldn’t have 
needed it from other people.” 
 
While Claire notes her relationships with men contributed to her use she believed she 
would have gravitated towards drugs in search of love and validation that she found with 
drugs in the process of romantic relationships. Claire’s drug use took place from her early 
20’s to early 30’s yet she talked about her need to connect with and receive support from her 




validation she received from romantic partners and drugs from her parents she would not 
have involved herself with drugs. While Claire had abstained from drugs for many years by 
the time our conversation took place she was reliving the experience with a step-child (bonus 
child), who was struggling with drugs. She felt the child was lacking the same sort of 
guidance and support she had lacked as a youth and led to her eventual use of drugs.  
Women were more apt than men to tie experiences of abuse and neglect to their 
future drug involvement. While a few men noted having uninvolved parents, women much 
more commonly noted chaotic family experiences that shaped why they began drug use, 
brought meaning to their use, and by extension how they incorporated it into their identity. 
Rose was a White, former dealer and current long-term drug addict from Winterton City 
whose drug of choice was heroin. Rose may have best emblematized the way early life 
experiences condition not just the choice to use drugs, but how one incorporates that choice 
into their identity.  
 “To put it in a nutshell, escape was my original introduction to drugs and 
stuff because my home life growing up was very volatile. By the time I 
was 16 I had been through 7 stepdads. I shot and killed one when I was 10. 
I never had a bad night’s sleep about it. You know, I just don’t. It’s 
nothing that hardly anybody knows about but I don’t worry about it. But 
because of, going to school was my escape, it was like dealing with, the 
only peace I ever had. But it got to the point that when I went to school 
that was like my time so I was like try to teach me something. My mind 
was always constantly worrying about dad and what happened last night 
and stuff. Cuz I mean my mom was never married to my dad, because he 
was married and she didn’t know it and so when she got pregnant with me 
he was like I already got a family so too bad, you know. And that was that. 
Well back in them days you did just give up kids like you do now so 
naturally she kept me and everything. Well I didn’t until later, really real 
late in life wonder what my mom grew up like as a result of her ability to 
raise me. So, because I grew up just watching the light just get beat out of 
my mom little by little just you know and it made me mad cuz I was like, 
don’t put up with it. My uncle and my mom were close and so he used to 
be a boxer and she would spar with him so she’s no slouch. But yet I never 




firecracker like my grandpa, fuck with my mom and you got me too. So, 
none of them ever physically came after me until I got myself involved. 
Hit my mom and it’s on. Several of them crossed the line in other areas, 
you know and it was, my mom was, bless her heart, the minute they 
crossed that line and came towards me, they were out the door. But when I 
got older I kinda felt that she kind of inadvertently resented me for it. Cuz, 
even though she did the right thing that cost her a husband. But I didn’t 
realize that or know that’s how I felt at the time, it’s all just crazy to me. 
So, you think we’d be tight, or at least have a strong mother-daughter 
bond and we didn’t. And I never really thought about it or worried about it 
at the time, but that’s the way it was. So, you know, when I overheard, and 
this was kind of the straw that broke the camel’s back, back then they used 
to have heat vents in the floor and ceiling and I used to eavesdrop laying 
on the floor in my room. Well, after I killed my stepdad my mom and 
grandma was talking and she was more or less freaked out because it 
didn’t mess me up mentally or emotionally. Well, it didn’t, you know I 
was just… At the time we lived in [another Midwest state] and uh, he had 
just a couple of days before approached me in a bad manner and I told my 
mom. Things were bad up to that point anyway and he worked nights so 
we had already made plans for one night when he went to work to get on a 
bus and go back where my grandma and grandpa was. So he goes to work 
and on his lunch hour he just knew something was wrong or whatever. 
Well he come back home and found we were gone. He beat us here (to 
grandparents) to town, we came on the Greyhound and he beat use here. 
He was crazy. We were at our, my grandma and grandpa’s and he had my 
mom out a 3rd story window and just, I don’t know, and I knew where my 
grandpa kept his gun and I shot him. Well, because that didn’t mess me up 
she thought there had to be something wrong with me. My grandma said, 
‘what do you mean? she was protecting you. It’s not like she just meant to 
do it or planned to do it.’ But my mom she was like there, it was like she 
couldn’t believe that I wasn’t a mess over it so there had to be something 
wrong with me. And that really bothered me, so I was like so what’s 
wrong with me, and that really messed me up. I was like, I was already so 
sad because me and my mom wasn’t close and we had been through so 
much together. So that was kinda like… and I don’t think it was even a 
month later when I smoked my first joint. Yeah, that messed me up more 
than anything. 
 
Admittedly this is a long narrative but the data insights it reveals are substantial. It is 
important to note the context of our interview at this point. I met Rose at a public library and 
the quote above is in response to the first question I asked. Rose was ready to tell her story, 




was clearly a person life had given few breaks and she was beaten down physically and 
emotionally. Shortly into our conversation, Rose started crying. I asked if she needed a few 
minutes to compose herself and she insisted she was not truly upset. Yet Rose’s voice would 
rise and fall with the arcs of her narratives displaying sadness and anger and a life hard lived. 
In fact, about midway through our interview Rose escaped the library study room to vomit as 
she was so emotionally worked up (and possibly fighting withdrawal symptoms). While the 
first line of her response points to the genesis of these emotions, by the third sentence she 
noted killing one of her step-fathers. Due to Rose’s feelings of misunderstanding, loss and 
abandonment, drugs became both a way to cope with experiences of parental neglect and to 
affirm to herself and others as someone not to be trifled with. Lacking familial connections 
Rose bonded with whom she used and later dealt. These connections and reputation as 
resilient and tough were clearly important to her as she noted her participation in running 
crank with motorcycle gangs and that “you could walk into any biker bar in Winterton City 
and they would know who I am”. Rose’s identity was almost completely overtaken by her 
history of drug involvement and self-depiction as a tough and potentially dangerous person. 
Yet as an aging addict, many of her peers had died or been incarcerated and she was clearly 
lonely despite her expressions of independence. At the end of our interview she offered to 
meet again to speak because she “likes talking about this stuff”.  
Alternatively, some participants grew up in a context where drugs were present in the 
home and use was common among family members. Participants who grew up in this context 
often had longer more serious drug using careers than their peers who grew up in homes 
where drugs were less prevalent. For instance, Quincy, a Latinx former poly-drug user-dealer 




ingested cocaine powder off the tip of his finger, mistaking it for sugar, after his parents left 
it out on a plate in the kitchen. For such individuals, drug use became a normalized part of 
life at an early age, leading to an early initiation relative to their peers with more 
conventional home lives. For instance, Jamahl a Black cannabis user from Winterton City 
grew up in a family where cannabis use was normalized and said he first tried cannabis 
because he thought it was “cool”. When I asked him what he thought was cool about 
smoking cannabis he does not note pharmacological effects of the drug, but contextual 
influences that informed his perception of the drug.  
“Just, I don’t know, rappers did and stuff like that. I could smell it. My 
family was doing it. Now there’s studies that it’s good for you.” 
 
Jamahl notes both cultural and familial contextual influences that informed his participation 
in drug use and provided him narratives of acceptable and unacceptable use. Jamahl was one 
of the many drug users I talked to that noted they only smoked cannabis and drew boundaries 
between the use of cannabis and the use of other drugs, including alcohol, for various 
reasons. For Jamahl, these boundaries were in part formed by growing up in a milieu that 
normalized cannabis use but stigmatized other types of drugs and users that were prevalent in 
his community. Thus, the disjunction between acceptable and unacceptable forms of use 
were much more visceral for participants from Winterton City than for those from Two 
Rivers who were not exposed to drug use and dealing in their neighborhood streets. 
Ultimately, these familial contexts and boundaries informed how participants identified with 
drug use and their level of use.  
There exists research on the effect of romantic partners on introducing people to 
drugs (Mieczkowski 1994; Holloway and Bennet 2007). While I did find women who noted 




men. Importantly, it seemed the intersection of love, personal tragedy and drugs bound 
people particularly close to drugs as the relationship was largely built on shared use. This 
was the case for Antonne, a former cannabis and meth user from Winterton City who stopped 
using three days before our interview. He used cannabis recreationally in his youth before 
falling on hard-times shortly after dropping out of school.  
“It started out over the summer, hanging out with a friend. I started 
hanging out more as I got older with them. Basically, I became homeless 
for a while. I was living in a shelter, basically on my own, but with other 
people who were in the hard drugs. And I didn’t really do it for the first 
couple months. Then I got separated from my wife, why I moved into that 
place, whatever. And, I met some other chick there and she was on the 
drug and I stayed away from her for a while, I was with her for about a 
year and then after that year I had to tried it. Ever since then, it wasn’t like 
I didn’t want to get off the drug, it’s just a hard thing to do.” 
 
Antonne was presented with a situation after his living circumstances degraded and his wife 
left, a situation that was conducive to drug use. He lived in a shelter around people “who 
were in the hard drugs”. While he kept himself from such “hard drug” use for a time he 
eventually became enamored with a young lady he met while at the shelter. After a time, 
Antonne’s resolve broke and he embarked on a winding road of meth addiction. These sorts 
of influences, specifically the connection of drug use with valued peer associations, 
motivated continued drug use among participants. Antonne noted, in such a context getting 
clean is especially hard.  
While family and romantic partners provided important contextual influences, friends 
were noted by almost all participants as among the most important contextual influences 
informing their motivations and decisions regarding drugs. Peers provided the social context 
in which people lived, worked and played. For many participants, the social context that 




use. Participants were often introduced to drugs for the first time through friends. Often in an 
intimate setting, friends would make initiates comfortable and teach them to enjoy the 
experience (Becker 1953). The association with drug usage to valued peer associates seemed 
to be a particularly powerful force in shaping participant’s motivations and identity in 
relation to drugs.  
 Cullen was a White, working class drug user from Two Rivers who grew up playing 
sports and working summer jobs. I asked Cullen about the area where he grew up and how he 
thought it might have influenced his interest in drugs he responded this way, 
 
C: One simple way to put it would be peers. That’s a huge thing right 
there. 
J: What about the peers?  
C: Well I guess like when mom and dad stop having that influence just 
generally on kids, you’re young, you get into school, you start getting into 
cliques, you want to be cool you want to fit in with. One of my friends, he 
started to smoke weed and I just looked over and he offered it to me and I 
just started smoking it and next thing you know we’re smoking together 
and then it turns into an everyday thing. 
 
Cullen later went on to try increasingly harder drugs with his friends from cocaine, to 
pharmaceuticals, to DMT, and has credited his drug using experiences with forming many of 
his personal and professional and academic interests. At the time of our conversation he was 
returning to school to study physics. Cullen had overwhelming positive perceptions of his use 
and thought his life had been improved by his experiences with drugs. This was despite fights 
he had with his wife on the subject and the expenditure of little remaining money on drugs 
rather than material goods for his family. Cullen had also seen one of his friends who sold 
drugs experience significant legal troubles including stints in jail. All of these things paled in 
comparison to the positive experiences he had on drugs and with like-minded peers.  For 




In our conversation, Cullen noted he had few friends he did not use with, and of those 
friendships that he maintained most were friends from prior days with whom he did drugs. 
While such friendships initially promoted an increased personal identification with drugs that 
was desired, it eventually had the effect of isolating him from other non-using peers, pushing 
him further into an association with drugs and drug using peers and encouraging his 
persistence.  
 It was in the context of such peer groupings that participants learned what they liked 
about drugs, what they drew from the use of drugs beyond just “fitting in”. Ella was a White, 
middle class drug user from Two Rivers who began using cannabis on a daily basis as a 
teenager and eventually used various drugs from pharmaceuticals, to psychedelics, to 
cocaine. Ella explicitly linked her initial participation in drugs with valued and trusted peer 
associations and with her realization that she is more calm and relaxed while under the 
influence of drugs, namely cannabis.  
J: I was gonna ask, what do you think ultimately got you into it?  
E: Yeah, just people I was close with, people I hung out with. There was a 
couple of us that did it, and I did it, and I liked it. I was calm, it made me 
feel not so amped up, and like hyper, kind of like I was at a normal level. 
J: So, you think it leveled you out in a certain sense?  
E: Yeah, like it just made me more calm. I’m really good at like, just 
speaking way before I think and then it makes me think about stuff before 
I run my mouth and offend someone, or say something really stupid, and 
ya know I feel like I go, go, go all the time, and it was just like a nice even 
balance. It makes me a lot calmer than normal, yeah that’s really it I just 
feel better, like ‘ok I’m relaxed’. And apparently I’m not naturally a very 
relaxed person so I think it helps. 
 
Here Ella noted the importance of her peer relations exposing her to drugs for the first time 
and the effects she felt from it. In that context, she learned to view her use as something fun 




provided a scheme of perception from which to understand her experience as something 
enjoyable and worth participating in again.  
The influence of peer context was not only important to those in Two Rivers, but also 
those in Winterton City and I found very little difference in frequency with which peers were 
noted as an important influence by participants regardless of race/ethnicity, class, gender or 
residential location. Participants from Winterton City were just as apt to suggest their drug 
use developed as a byproduct of peer associations. Aylon for instance, a Pacific Islander and 
former cocaine user-dealer from Winterton City who was in an out-patient program at the 
time of our conversation said:  
“It evolved just by the people I hung out with, they used the chemicals and 
drank beer, smoked weed. Some of my friends grew up in like a higher 
class than me, they always had money to spend on the chemicals like that 
they wanted.” 
 
Aylon’s story is quite similar to that of Antonne’s noted above. His troubles with meth did 
not begin until he was re-introduced to it after completely desisting from drugs after high 
school. Indeed, as Aylon alludes to, some of his drug use was a product of its presence and 
his desire to fit in with valued peers. Thus, peers exert a powerful social and material 
influence on the context surrounding drug use.  
 Perhaps the most notable difference between participants of Two Rivers and that of 
Winterton City is that the latter had more negative impressions of their use than did the 
former. Those from Winterton City perceived their drug use as a barrier to their success 
professionally and socially, even if they had not experienced significant legal trouble as a 
consequence of drug involvement. Antonne noted this perception which was common 
amongst his peers in Winterton City. Antonne kept referring to his friends and when I asked 




“Absolutely, because if you weren’t doing it then you were concentrating 
on school. If you weren’t doing the right thing then you were partying or 
hanging out with the people you were hanging out with.”  
 
It is worth noting that instead of focusing on how his peers encouraged a good time and how 
he reveled in his debauchery, the tone is far more self-critical. Perhaps had Antonne not 
experienced a high level of negative consequence from his meth use, he would consider the 
influence more positively. Among the largely White, working and middle class participants 
of Two Rivers only a couple had experienced negative consequences from their use. As a 
result, those from the less privileged place were forced to pull from cultural narratives of 
drug use that did not include narrative resources construing drug use as harmless, fun and 
innocuous. Jay from Two Rivers, had his own bouts of addiction with meth but still 
suggested his identification with drugs was largely positive. 
Cultural Context 
 Culture provides broad narratives people can pull from to construct a sense of identity 
(Holstein and Gubrium 2000). Cultural narratives provide a template for how to think and 
act, they contextualize the thoughts and beliefs of individuals, giving their experiences a 
coherent framework around which to organize and motivate future behaviors. Many 
participants mentioned various media influences which they considered formative for their 
interest in drugs. From movies to music, to the internet, various components of the social 
context in which they were embedded informed both their decisions to become involved with 
drugs and their identification with the activity. When I asked Bradford, a White, working 
class, former user-dealer who had previously mentioned in our interview a “Tony Montana 




answered in the affirmative while tying in his upbringing in a diverse, economically 
depressed neighborhood.  
“Tupac… there’s a lot of people that were popular at that time, but there 
was a lot of local stuff that the gangs listened to, like blood (gang) music 
that was really heavy in the late 90’s early 2000’s that if you weren’t 
listening to Biggie or Tupac, you were listening to the music that is with 
your people.” 
 
Bradford’s interest in drugs developed through cultural transmission and was a product of 
growing up surrounded by drug use. Cultural influences such as rap music and artists like 
Tupac provide culturally valued templates for people, even White individuals like Bradford 
to model. The influence of music was important for participants regardless of race/ethnicity, 
class or residential location. However, it was often rap music that participants mentioned 
rather than rock or country as promoting their curiosity in drugs. Some noted references to 
drugs were common in rap music generally, while others mentioned specific artists, like 
Bradford’s reference to Tupac, or Jamahl who said, “Just listening to Lil Man. Not like he 
was influencing me to do it but in every song he says something about weed.” Despite 
Jamahl’s assertion that he was not influenced directly into trying drugs by listening to rappers 
like Lil Man, he was provided with culturally salient justifications, motivations, and 
meanings that he could ascribe to himself and his use. Notably, women did not reference 
music as something that exposed them to and helped cultivate an interest in drugs. Perhaps 
because much of music, particularly rap music, is hypermasculine in nature, the content of 
such music is more relatable and thus more influential for males. 
 Movies were also commonly mentioned, from films such as Dazed and Confused to 
Pineapple Express, to Scarface. All of these films provided participants visual, verbal, and 




influenced any one person varied, but all provided an interactional model that was culturally 
approved of, as evidenced by its popularity in media. When I asked Adrian a Black drug user 
from Winterton City what stirred his initial interest in drugs he suggested, “Actually, videos, 
you know like I watched a lot of Cheech and Chong movies.” The Cheech and Chong 
franchise from the 1970s and 1980s is known for its slapstick humor and significant amounts 
of cannabis usage, stance against the drug war, and countercultural drug references. The 
protagonists are likeable, if idiotic, “stoners” who get themselves into high jinx. It is notable, 
that while Bradford calls on media such as Scarface and gangster rap to contextualize his 
drug involvement, Adrian’s drug use is contextualized by decidedly more lighthearted 
depictions of drug involvement.   
I argue these different cultural narratives provided each with different ways of 
bringing meaning to their experiences as drug users. Culturally available understandings 
about the intersections of art and drugs were salient for many participants who noted some of 
their favorite musicians, comedians, or movie stars were known for their drug use. 
Participants whose drug use was informed by these types of influence often tried to emulate 
what they saw or heard. Davey suggested his perception of drugs were, in part, influenced by 
his knowledge that drugs influenced “amazing music and movies and art” and some of his 
use is motivated to reproduce such experiences and products therefrom.  
“It definitely seemed like all these things weren’t that bad if all these 
people were doing them and making this amazing music and movies and 
art. So, it’s kinda like ‘huh well how can something so horrible make 
things so beautiful’ so I don’t know. It was one of those things where like, 
that’d be cool if sometimes I’m able to, if it’s just from smoking weed or 
doing some kind of other drug, and it’s just doodling on a notepad and 






For Davey, drug use was something that could enhance one’s life and make one more 
creative and productive. Later in our conversation he noted psychedelic drug experiences that 
were formative to his views of the world and himself. He had successfully incorporated a 
positively tinged meaning of drug use into his identity, one that encouraged his use. He was 
not the only one, and some participants noted media they consumed at early ages as 
important contextual influences that facilitated their curiosity in drugs and provided for them 
narratives of drug use they could use to bring meaning to their choices as they aged. Jay 
humorously notes how television and movies he watched as a child “planted the seed” of 
drug use in his mind. 
“Well Garfield the cat was always looked like he was a pretty chill cat 
(laughs) he was a pothead. He was absolutely a pothead (laughs), I think 
uh well we watched shows like Scooby Doo, Shaggy was definitely a 
pothead (laughs), but it wasn’t said, but he had a VW van and he talked to 
a dog, so… (laughs). Alice in Wonderland, I mean come on.” 
 
Thus, Jay’s drug use was informed by socially available narratives from which to understand 
his own future use: as a “chill” relaxing activity and a mechanism for producing 
encapsulating experiences.  
 Many of the participants aged into drug use at time when the internet was becoming a 
resource where one could find information about anything and everything. From YouTube, to 
social media, to websites and forums, the internet provided a digital context for participants 
to be presented with narratives to bring meaning to their use, learn about drugs from like-
minded peers, and motivate their own use in hopes of having similar experiences. Jay was a 
White poly-substance user from Two Rivers who at the time of our conversation was clean 




highlighted the importance of the internet as a non-physical context that fostered drug use 
and identification.  
“Well getting older there was website that we could look up people’s stories, their 
trip reports, Erowid.com, and uh use that quite frequently and use that quite 
frequently and reading stories of random people on the internet explain a sort of 
backstory so you could confirm that they are equipped to explain everything they 
explained about seeing donkies fly out the window or something (laughs). They, 
it’s kind of that anxious tingle you get in your stomach reading it, and you’ve got 
that sitting next to you, but you don’t wanna try it wildly… you wanna assess 
your tolerance, you want to look at what’s gonna put you over the threshold, but 
you didn’t want to take too much either. You’re reading somebody else’s story 
about what’s gonna happen to you it adds to the anticipation of doing it. That 
definitely helps, cause then you can get your own stories and tell them to other 
people and continue the degenerative cycle (laughs)” 
 
Jay provided a particularly insightful quote here when he first discussed the importance of 
the internet and its presentation of stories or “narratives” of drug use. These narratives of use, 
provided by a digital landscape of like-minded peers, created a context that encouraged and 
affirmed drug use. Jay noted how reading such “trip reports” as they are known, actually 
added to the thrill of the experience. He concluded by noting that after exposure to positive 
narratives of extreme drug induced experiences, such as “donkeys fly[ing] out of windows” 
one is emboldened to try the drug for themselves, spread their story to others, and “continue 
the degenerative cycle”.   
Drug Use and Motivation 
 The motivations people expressed for their use were complexly related to the context 
they grew up in, and motivations for initial drug use were a hodgepodge of well-worn staples 
including, curiosity, rebellion, hedonism, coping, and a desire to fit-in with valued peers. 
These early motivations did not seem to be saliently defined by race/ethnicity, class status, 
gender or the residential location of those in my sample. However, as participants became 




over time. These motivations were more salient depending on residential location. People of 
color were more apt to note their initial motivations evolved into addiction, or a motivation to 
“get their fix”. Two River participants on the other hand were more apt to learn to conceive 
of their drug use as something that was advantageous for them. They eventually became 
motivated to use, in part, because of the role they perceived it had in helping shape their 
interests and understanding of themselves. These motivations were integral for understanding 
why participants initially began and persisted in use. These motivations are also of central 
importance for how participants incorporated their drug involvement into their narrative 
identity. While most could articulate various motivations for their use, some struggled to 
understand how their lives had brought them to the point of our interview. Connor grew up in 
a working class family and was seemingly on a path to success before developing an 
addiction to heroin. Connor had trouble understanding why his own use became so extreme 
compared to that of his siblings and peers,  
“Honestly it’s something I’ve kind of battled with for many, many 
years. Why do I take it to the extreme? My family attributes it to 
when I was 23 years old, I was in a really bad car accident and I 
suffered a pretty bad head injury. I shattered this side of my face 
and it was around that time or after that time where things really 
started to cascade down for me where I couldn’t come back, you 
know, when I started taking my drinking to the extreme or my drug 
usage to the extreme and not caring about any consequences and 
things like that. And my father always attributed that accident to it. 
To this day I don’t really know. Um, you know, I know how I felt 
before, I liked to get high, I liked to use drugs, even before that. 
But, yeah, I suppose after, I whacked my frontal cortex pretty good 
and that’s where the decision making ...”  
 
Curiosity 
 Curiosity was a commonly noted motivations to initiate drug usage, regardless of 




that multiple contextual influences encouraged curiosity. Indeed, many participants when 
queried about why they first began using drugs replied shortly and matter-of-factly 
“curiosity”, or Adrian who said he “just wanted to see”, as if the desire to use drugs should 
be apparent, natural and normal. Indeed, for some participants, the environment they grew up 
in prior to their drug use led to a natural curiosity with drugs.  
While for some what motivated their interest in drugs couldn’t be clearly articulated, 
for others, specific moments and experiences shaped their perceptions and peaked their 
interest in drugs. When asked if he had ever had a different view of drugs before he tried 
them Antonne said,  
“That’s weird, I do remember being young and you’re like, “I’m 
never going to do drugs, that’s nasty, you know”. And then, I guess 
a formative experience would be that it happened to me, I make 
my own decisions, but being younger being curious starting out 
with weed, my two buddies I was hanging out with, cuz you know 
at the time we didn’t do any drugs, when your little you just have 
fun just fun, you know just kids or whatever. My two neighbor 
friends went over to a family member’s house and smoked. They 
told me they had fun, they were laughing and whatever else, so I 
wanted to try it and stuff like that so that formed like the wanting 
to do it in my head but it was still years later before I actually had 
experience with it.” 
 
Several participants noted a distaste or disdain towards drugs when they were children that 
had evaporated by point of the drug use. Early motivations may not manifest themselves 
immediately but lay dormant until the right contextual conditions emerge. Antonne was a 
casual drug user with peers in his late teens before getting clean for several years in his early 
adulthood. His troubles with drugs began as a part of a romance with a favored young 
woman who particularly enjoyed meth. Perhaps, had he not been exposed to perceptions 
favorable to drug use as a youth, his opposition to drugs would have been more resolute, both 




been shown to be of significant importance for predicting drug use (Svensson 2003; Bohnert, 
Bradshaw and Latkin 2009), but such research lacks the ability to define the nuanced ways in 
which that relationship may manifest. For instance, Gary, a scientifically minded ex-poly 
drug user explained a large part of his interest, particularly in “harder” drugs came from his 
scientific mindset and interactions with drug using peers.  
“I tried to kind of do it intelligently. I was the one getting phone 
calls from people hey we just duta duta duta (gibberish meant to 
represent speech), and this much and I’m like, ‘ok let me get on 
Erowid.com real quick, let me find out what you did to yourself’ 
(laughs). So, I’ll be honest I’ve done psychedelics. I don’t think 
that was influenced by anything other than curiosity at that point.” 
 
For Gary, his identity as someone of intelligence fused with his pseudo-research obligations 
to assist his already intoxicated friends helped cultivate his curiosity to try drugs like 
mushrooms and LSD. Moreover, the association with drugs, peers and responsibilities 
increased the degree to which Gary incorporated the dispositions and values associated with 
drug use into his identity.   
Rebellion 
Some participants felt their drug use was a product of feeling rebellious and anti-
authoritarian. This motivation was almost exclusively expressed among participants from 
Two Rivers. Their generally stable home lives growing up, lack of local culture, and 
proximity to a large city left them with few avenues for proving their masculinity, bravery, or 
unruliness. Participants who called on rebellion as an important motivation often had strict or 
controlling parents and grew up involved in various activities from sports to church and 
viewed their drug use as an attempt to break out of such patterns and establish a new 
purposeful identity. For instance, Eduardo, a working class Latinx male from Two Rivers, 




associations, and even searched their bedrooms. In this context, people like Eduardo desired 
independence and space. His involvement with drugs, largely cannabis and pharmaceuticals, 
did not start until the end of high school and was ongoing at the time we spoke.  
“My parents they just never, you know, they always made that 
stuff super bad. They were very strict parents so we grew up as in, 
like we kind of feared our parents, you always respected. But we 
wanted nothing but to not piss them off and stuff so as far as that, 
drugs were just looked at like any other crime. So we were around 
it growing up, cause like I grew up in the trailer parks and we 
moved all over, but growing up like that, I didn’t really feel like 
you subjected yourself to it as much as if your parents are actually 
doing it and you actually put eyes on it. I never seen it, or knew 
anything, I mean smoking cigarettes here and there, but, my 
parents didn’t do… like they didn’t drink, they didn’t do nothing. 
They just went to church and stuff. No in terms of that stuff, my 
biggest wasn’t till high school really, when I met my peers 
directly… Cause they, they’re from Mexico so they’ve seen the 
drug world, and how it looks so they see family members that are 
getting killed and whatnot that are like mafia type people. Not big 
into the cartels, but they do drug stuff, like I have uncles that 
would always run around with guns, little you don’t think nothing 
of it, now looking back it’s like, ‘why did they have a gun on them 
on the time,’ in Prairie City no less. So that’s when it’s like stuff 
adds up, but that was their main concern, but I think with them it 
was mainly, they just combine all the drugs together, like coke, 
cause that was, that was like the main Mexican thing and I mean 
don’t get me wrong, that’s a whole ‘nother ballgame than when it 
comes to weed type of people and lifestyle. So they just combine 
like most people do, like a drug’s a drug, so they just combine it 
and they all it’s all looked at as the same. But ya know, no-one’s 
getting hurt, obviously the aspect of you could go to jail and shit is 
part of it, but I feel like that’s the rush when you’re young, like ‘oh 
I got to try and get away, my parents have been so strict my whole 
life’ it’s like that little bit of rebellious in your life, cause you got 
the kids that their parents don’t really tell them what to do.”  
 
While Eduardo’s parents had been exposed to extremely harsh realities associated with drug 
use and trade, Eduardo’s own experience was decidedly more mundane. Living in Two 
Rivers, he was not exposed to neighborhood violence and crime associated with drugs. His 




with what he perceived to be unreasonable strictness and confinement Eduardo was 
motivated to rebel. Due to his peer context and desire for rebellion, drugs became an 
advantageous way to push back against authority while having a good time with peers.  
Indeed, this expression of rebellious motivation existed prior to their drug use and 
their drug use actually gave shape and meaning to their identity as a troublemaker. Take 
Markus, a White user from Two Rivers, who was a daily cannabis smoker, but also used 
various psychedelics and whose initial interest in drugs came from youthful angst directed 
towards his strict military father,  
M: He was very military like, because he served 20 years in the 
military. So he obviously hasn’t experimented with drugs, cause 
I’ve asked him about it and he said no . . . whether that’s a lie or 
not, I don’t know that part (laughs), but he tried to push that on me, 
which drove me the opposite way. He was a ‘no, no, no’ and I was 
a ‘you tell me no, I’m gonna go try that’. 
J: How would you describe yourself when you were younger, did 
you kind of push back at authority?  
M: Early on in childhood I was modeling what they were doing. 
Very gullible to what they were saying and telling me. But as I 
developed into my teen years, that’s when I really started to 
become my own person, and when I started to become rebellious 
with their rules, with their guidelines, cause I didn’t want to be 
confined to that. 
 
Yet as Markus aged his rebellion and angst turned more general and he felt as if he was 
acting as a living foil to the negative depictions of users that circulate in much of 
conventional society. After being involved with drugs for several years, his identification 
with drug use became such that he felt he represented drug users generally, and in a positive 
light. Later in our conversation when talking about his motivations for drug use Markus 
noted,  
“Part of me wants to go back to I had been told wrong my entire 
life and now I wanted to see what it was actually about, and 




‘hey I know that’s false cause I’ve tried it”. (emphasis by 
participant) 
 
For Markus, his rebelliousness and his drug use were markers of independence, of 
experiential knowledge hard-won. This rebelliousness and the independence portrayed by 
drug use encouraged the incorporation of such dispositional qualities into his identity and 
encouraged his persistence in use.  
Some considered their rebelliousness along the lines of trouble making and viewed 
themselves as “troublemakers” or “ornery”. These self-perceptions can be considered 
motivational. Indeed, Ella noted that while she grew up in a context that was socially 
“boring”, that subjective interpretations of self were important for why she was drawn to 
drugs.  
J: So it was more of a boredom type thing, just nothing better to do?  
E: Um maybe, but there were kids in the same town who didn’t do it so… 
J: Right, and that’s actually what I’m interested in trying to figure out. 
Why do people who come from the same place, and have similar 
experiences, like boredom, why do some end up using drugs and others 
don’t?  
E: Yeah, I feel like I was always a little bit of a trouble maker though, not 
really a trouble maker, but… 
J: like from an early age? 
E: not early, but maybe middle school I was kind of ornery and definitely 
in high school… 
J: In what way? Did you push back against authority?  
E: um no, cause I always really respected my teachers and parents, stuff 
like that, so not really like that, but I don’t know, I think I just thought I 
was really cool (laughs). I thought I was really cool (J: like you didn’t 
have to listen cause you were cool), yeah like ‘I’m cool, whatever’. And in 
high school, I think all I cared about was my friends, ya know, that’s all I 
cared about, hanging out. My parents never saw me cause I was never 
there, I was a social butterfly, I just wanted to be everywhere with 
everybody.   
 
Thus, while some participants were rebellious their rebellion was actively antagonistic while 




quaintly. Ella noted she did not feel the need to push back against authority, but felt like she 
was above the rules and was largely focused on having a good time with friends which drugs 
facilitated.  
Very few of the participants from Winterton City noted rebellion as a motivating 
factor for their use. Of the few that did, it could be argued their use was a coping mechanism 
to deal with harsh parenting practices and that rebellion was a preferable way to construct 
one’s identity than as someone who was emotionally broken, economically destitute, and 
scraping to get by on the streets. Janice, a Black former poly-drug user from Winterton City, 
noted how very controlling family conditions and severe punishments led to her “being 
rebellious”, leaving home, and ultimately become entangled in a lifestyle where drug use was 
a major part.  
“Leaving home was probably I think being rebellious with all the strict 
discipline and punishments and stuff like that, and the drug usage was 
basically a way for me living on the streets, and different environments 
and people that I had to be around.” 
 
Janice was very reticent to talk in detail about her drug using past, instead focusing on how 
she had cleaned herself up and how she had focused on her responsibilities as a mother, 
forcing her to give up her involvement with drugs. It seems that as her “rebellion” was 
motivated out of different contextual circumstances than was the rebellion of people like 
Eduardo, Markus, or Ella. It did not provide the same positively tinged meaning to 
incorporate into her identity and help motivate her ongoing use. Motivations of rebellion 








 For many drug users, their initial interest in drugs was driven by the pursuit of a good 
time. Such a yearning for the “high life” (Collison 1996), and a desire for a party lifestyle 
(Shover 1996), seems common among deviants regardless of the type of crime. This was true 
among some of those I interviewed as well. Participants were exposed to drugs in a way that 
highlighted the enthralling, enjoyable aspects of drug consumption. Either through cultural 
diffusion, exposure in communities or among peers, drug users enjoy drug use for the ecstatic 
experience both pharmacologically and socially. Consider this passage from Davey,  
“I personally felt like I had more fun when I was doing something 
beyond drinking, it seems like there was more possibility for shit to 
get crazy and I don’t know, it was nice, there when it seemed like a 
lot of people were doing stuff, you’d role up on some people you 
thought were just smoking a joint, but it actually had a little coke 
in it and it was like ‘oh what’s this?’, or you ran into some people 
doing ecstasy and they’d be like ‘hey man we got some extra pills, 
you wanna get in on this?’ and you’d be like ‘oh well don’t mind if 
I do’, and I don’t think that’s gonna happen at straight parties, 
they’ll be drinking a Coors Light going ‘oh, I would like another 
beer, please’, and it seemed like when you’re drinking too, just 
drinking and getting drunk that’s different than getting like real 
fuckin’ twisted and it seemed like that brought more diverse people 
that you’d never think you’d party with and it’s like ‘this 
motherfucker is pretty cool!’ then all of a sudden you bump into 
some people and you’re talking mad shit with this person you’ve 
never met before and you’re just like ‘this motherfucker gets it!’, 
so it’s like cool cool, so I don’t know. I prefer the parties where 
drugs are flowing.” 
 
Davey was certainly not shy about expressing his enjoyment of the physical and 
psychological effects of drug use, but he was also swept up in the barely-bridled energy 
associated with more extreme forms of drug use that sometimes allowed “shit to get crazy”. 
Perhaps more interestingly, the increased excitement associated with the anticipation of the 




lifestyle inherent in such parties. By using drugs, particularly harder forms of drugs, Davey 
and others like him are able to cultivate a group of like-minded peers and distance 
themselves from “straight” people living boring lives. Even those who have been coached to 
avoid the lure of intoxication can be swayed but what seems to be a fast-paced, exciting and 
pharmacologically gratifying lifestyle.  
 Davey was not the only one to mention the specific pharmacological effects of drugs, 
particularly mixing drugs, and how that was important to their sense of fun and 
circumstantial satisfaction. For those regularly taking drugs, particularly smoking cannabis 
on a daily basis, to set oneself apart as a serious member of the counter culture and not 
someone on the periphery, participants focused on their engagement with sub-culturally 
salient symbolic capital, namely drug consumption and partying. I asked participants to 
describe a particularly happy memory from their time involved with drugs. Those with 
hedonistic motivations often recalled parties, moments of extreme intoxication, or vague 
memories of wild nights. Take Bradford for instance, a former user-dealer from Two Rivers 
who describes his drug preferences and one particularly memorable experience, 
“(laughs), probably lacing an ecstasy pill with acid, or LSD, and 
instead of being on one, you were on both, but they kind both 
made each other content with each other, like if you were ever 
paranoid one or the other they kind of smoothed each other out. I 
was at like this like massive rave and there’s all the people there 
and all the people there were just messed up and I mean 
glowsticks, light shows, DJ and everything and that was a lot of 
fun.” 
 
While women did not often express explicitly hedonistic motivations in the same 
manner as men where they reveled in their debauchery, they still noted a preference for a 
party or to get high over conventional activities. Like Stella, a current cannabis user, who 




drive around and smoke some weed.” This is a rather playful interpretation of a car filled 
with high school, and later college aged, individuals leaving school to drive around while 
smoking cannabis. Stella enjoyed a party lifestyle through high school and into college 
before getting a job back in Two Rivers and becoming a successful business woman. She was 
not the only one for whom this was the case. Ella discussed her indifference to conventional 
after school “extra-curricular activities” and her motivation to get high with friends and find 
the party when she was younger.  
“uh yeah, maybe cause in high school I smoked pot and drank and people 
that didn’t, not everyone, but for the most part people that didn’t were 
more involved in sports and ya know extra-curricular activities and I 
wasn’t really. I just wanted to hang out with my friends and get high, go to 
a party.” 
 
This quote came from a question I asked if she viewed she was different than people who 
didn’t use drugs. Note she specified a particular time in “high school” where drugs had 
special attractions. As Ella aged, her drugs and alcohol usage scaled back considerably to 
exclusively daily or near daily cannabis use. Being from Two Rivers, Ella was surrounded by 
a social context in which most of her peers were attending college and she received 
emotional support from friends and family, despite the troubles she experienced as a 
consequence of her use. This social capital, and the social expectations surrounding after 
college plans, led Stella and those like her to significantly curtail their drug use by her mid-
twenties and be on track for successful professional lives.  
This was true even among individuals with significant associations with drugs in Two 
Rivers. Their hedonistic, party oriented motivations did not lead to their ruin. Take Bradford, 
who was one of the few participants who initially started selling drugs before finally using 




“People tell you not to do it, just to make money off it, but not to do it at 
first I stuck to that. But eventually it got to the point where I was making 
money and still had some left over so it was like why not party with it. So, 
the people who were hanging around me later got to partake in some 
extracurricular activity drug use (laughs), at discounted prices (laughs).” 
 
So, while some move into selling to maintain a lifestyle that includes a drug habit, others like 
Bradford become interested in drugs only after they have learned to associate them with good 
times, particularly good times with friends. This desire to keep the party going, his ability to 
facilitate that, and his learned enjoyment of a myriad of different drugs that he sold, did not 
lead to his ultimate downfall. While his hedonism certainly put him behind at the time of our 
conversation, Bradford had stable employment as a waiter at a fine-dining establishment in 
Prairie City and operated a small business on the side. I found while hedonistic motivations 
of drug use were expressed by participants across race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential 
location, the consequences of such hedonism were quite different for those from Winterton 
City. 
 Those from Winterton City who were motivated by hedonism to partake in drug-
related fun, considered their experiences as drug users to be encapsulating and kept them 
interested, engaged, and feeling alive. These encapsulating experiences were a product of the 
pharmacological effects of the drug intersecting with the chaos of street life. Consider this 
exchange with Aylon, whose preferred drug was cocaine even though he associates his 
addiction problems with methamphetamine.  
J: What was it about cocaine that did it for you?  
A: It numbs your brain and it speeds you up. It speeds you up, it lights up 
space in your head that you just can’t compare to. I’m a big caffeine junky 
so it’s just that stimulant type thing but supercharged. 
J: What do you think you enjoyed most about the drugs?  
A: Being suspenseful, semi-suspenseful.  




A: There was always something new going on. People or trying to avoid 
getting in trouble, there was just always something going on. Yeah. It was 
suspenseful. 
 
Aylon touched on both the pharmacological effects of drugs and the suspense associated with 
drug use and associated with drug using peers. Aylon also participated in drug trade as a 
“courier”, driving a dealer around with large amounts of methamphetamine to make sales. In 
this context Aylon’s desire to experience a more colorful existence puts him in much greater 
danger than those from Two Rivers, who are protected by various forms of social privilege.  
While these sorts of sentiments were echoed by those from Two Rivers, Aylon did not exist 
in a social or physical space that allowed for many mistakes. Due to this context, the meaning 
of Aylon’s hedonism takes on a different tone, one that did not have the playfulness or 
carefreeness of those from Two Rivers. Rather, Aylon’s hedonism was motivated out of his 
feelings that he was most loved by family members or romantic partners, and felt closest to 
people when he was “being crazy”. The effect was serious deleterious consequences socially 
and legally for Aylon and people like him.  
The attention and sociality, a part of the party lifestyle associated with drug use, were 
mentioned by several participants. They enjoyed the whole of the lifestyle: using, partying 
and being known as someone who partied. Dedra described her favorite aspect of the party 
lifestyle, “What I liked about it was the attention and dressin’ up and uh you know trying to 
see what I was missing out on.” It was important for those who used drugs to feel as if they 
were living fast-paced exciting lifestyles, and that they were not “missing out” on fantastic 
experiences.  
 These drug induced party experiences were often coupled with, and emerged out of, 




experience their hedonism with other people. Their drug use is motivated by having a good 
time, specifically with valued company. Dom noted this, along with his motivation to have a 
good time with the opposite sex.  
“With me my experience with drugs, I was just doing it just to have fun 
with people. Just for the party. You like to do this kind of drug, this is the 
drug I like to do. When I have girl she like this kind of drug and I’m like 
ok let me try it and see if I like it. You know I did that just for something, 
just for a little excitement.”  
 
Dom provided an example of how peers and romantic partners may provide the context in 
which hedonism takes place, but internal motivation for “a little excitement” is often required 
for hedonistic motivations and meaning to be brought to one’s use.  
 Encapsulating experiences were meaningful to participants beyond just the 
experience of intoxication and fun. They imparted lasting memories of what “fun” should 
look like and with what sorts of people it should be sought. Participants often talked about 
trying to recreate such moments, or how they would look back on such hedonism fondly. 
Many acknowledged these happy memories were often just products of intoxication, but that 
did little to minimize the positive meaning associated with them. Jamahl related to me a 
particularly fond memory he had of a night of extended partying and excessive intoxication.  
“We smoked 2 zips (ounces of cannabis) on my brother’s birthday and we 
had champagne man, and it was just like he was moving out of his mom’s 
crib and everybody called it, the whole gang called (inaudible), it was 
cool. That was a big night. But now we all grew up and don’t see each 
other much and shit but we all remember that one night.” 
 
Jamahl had lost several friends and family members to drugs and violent crime. For him and 
his remaining friends, their hedonism marked some of the few positive moments they had 
between experiences of poverty, discrimination, and victimization. Thus, hedonism can be a 




perception of their use into their identity. Indeed, these hedonistic motivations set the stage 
for the identities that participants would construct around their involvement with drugs. 
Coping 
While it was more common for participants from Winterton City to call on 
motivations of “coping” to explain their drug use, such justification was not uncommon 
among those from Two Rivers. Most suggested they used drugs to cope with negative 
experiences in childhood, feeling of self-doubt, and relatedly feelings of anxiety. Participants 
from Two Rivers were also apt to mention coping with the stress of work as a motivating 
influence for their use.  
Certainly, the most common thing participants used drugs to cope with was a lack of 
self-esteem. Some participants noted that their drug use happened in a social context where 
their peers were also struggling with self-identity and drug use provided them a resource they 
could use to build a rewarding sense of identity or “ego”. Gary from Two Rivers, mentioned 
that some part of his use was motivated by his lack of self-esteem and anxiety, and using 
drugs made him “more comfortable in his own skin”. 
“Yeah anxiety has been a huge, huge, huge issue. No self-esteem going 
through your teenage years. I think it was all just self-medication honestly. 
Kind of we could, you know we were all a little more comfortable in our 
skin to the point that when it wasn’t around (drugs), we would quickly fall 
into a clash of the ego’s, or the lack of egos.” (laughs) 
 
At the time his drug use provided him a rewarding sense of identity and peer connections. 
Now several years after desisting from use and sales, Gary is married with children and 
works in technology. His identity which was formerly wrapped up in drugs, and being the 
person his friends came to when they took a drug without proper prior research, was entirely 




back on his motivations, and his identity or “ego”, as something that was born out of self-
medication and not a true expression of who he really was.  
 This motivation of coping with feelings of self-doubt was common between research 
sites and across race/ethnicity and gender. So was the perception that drug use not only 
helped one cope with stress, anxiety or self-doubt but also made the user feel “more normal”. 
Cass a White, recently desisted pill addict from Winterton City speaks to this when she says,  
C: They took away my anxiety. They made me feel normal. I could 
concentrate and do what I needed to do. And it stopped all the other stuff 
inside my mentality so I could focus and do what I needed to do. The very 
first time it took my pain away but I noticed a feeling of just a 
pleasantness, pleasantry. You just feel good. And you want more of it. 
There’s like an urge, I need more.  
J: And you felt that the first time?  
C: (nods), Because it was stronger than what I needed. And I noticed that 
every time I told the dentist that my teeth hurt, that he wrote a 
prescription. And I think I got prescriptions, like 4-5 a month from him for 
like 6 months in a row.  
J: Sounds like he was, I don’t want to say encouraging but ...  
C: Well, all I had to do was flirt. He was one of those. 
 
Cass notes she felt “normal” the first time she took pills as prescribed by her doctor and she 
was immediately drawn to the sense of calmness and pleasantness they provided her. To 
Cass, pills were something that helped her function in a way that stopped her self-doubt and 
anxiety. Cass also noted an important way gender affected her experience as a drug user and 
how she could use her femininity to help facilitate refills on her prescriptions. Cass was not 
the only participant to mention coping with stress and anxiety as a major motivation for their 
drug use. Angel a Black, current regular cannabis user notes similar motivations when she 
says,  
“I have anxiety really bad and I think that it is, it is a mental problem, it’s 
a mind game. I’ve seen my mother suffer from it at a younger age. I never 
really knew, I used to think that she was lying and playing around and I 




to be so attentive or something. Like I said, my mom was crazy but really 
she was suffering from it and stress and how it’s not good for you. So I do 
it to take the edge off. I do it at the end of my day when I want to take my 
bubble bath, where I’m gonna be, I just do it to clear my mind because 
sometimes I know that I can sit and worry about things I have no control 
over. I can sit and feel like the world is on top of me and I can’t breath and 
I’m thinking I know I have people who truly love me, what is my problem. 
So, it helps me get my head better, I can center right down there with all 
my thoughts and things in a calm manner because of my thought process 
is not so fast.” 
 
Thus, I found drug use to be an important coping mechanism for people to deal with the 
stresses of their everyday life, or major traumas of the past, and this motivation to cope with 
drugs transcended demographic characteristics.  
While some participants used drugs as a way to cope with feelings of inadequacy or 
anxiety others used drugs to cope with the feelings and memories of a traumatic past. 
Experiencing abuse, exposure to death and violence, and feeling of parental abandonment 
were noted by participants as trauma which were dealt with through the use of drugs. 
Consider this exchange with Eddie, a White, former long-term heroin addict from Winterton 
City who presented a very rough, gruff exterior and seemed only slightly interested in talking 
to me.  
J: What do you think was the ultimate draw of the drugs, what was it about 
say heroin that drew you in?  
E: Looking for something, just looking for something I thought I didn’t 
have.  
J: Did you almost feel like it was fulfilling?  
E: Uh, huh.  
J: What gap or hole was it filling?  
E: Euphoria. It’s euphoria. All the bad stuff happens and then you’re in a 
state of total euphoria.  
 
Eddie came of age in a difficult family situation in which he was forced to be independent 
from a young age. This experience left him looking for some feeling of positivity and 




to the ability to escape the emotional pain with drug use when he said, “I mean to be honest, 
just pain, like emotional trauma um, and just wanting to escape. It’s really not a whole lot 
beyond that”. While some were trying to escape past traumas, others were trying to “numb” 
traumatic experiences. Consider this snippet of conversation with Keysha when I asked her 
what her reasons were for drug use. 
J: What’s your reason?  
K: Numb.  
J: What are you numbing?  
K: Childhood experiences, um having to have my kids when I was young 
and having to deal with that now, I didn’t think about that before I react, 
does that make sense? My actions, I should have thought about that more 
and I wouldn’t be dealing with what I’m dealing with today. 
 
Regardless of race/ethnicity, class, gender or residential location, participants noted coping 
with negative experiences as a motivation for drug use. The experience of abuse, neglect and 
loss cut across demographics. However, in my sample these experiences, and the motivation 
to cope with drugs, had significantly more lasting and negative consequences for those from 
Winterton City than Two Rivers. Even those who had experienced significant difficulties 
from Two Rivers such as Skippy or Jay had stable employment, stable housing and were 
seemingly on track to reproduce the working or middle class conditions from which they 
came. In many respects, their pain was temporary and did not lead to a cycle of self-
medication and trouble. 
Fitting In 
When peers provide a social context that promotes drug use participants were 
sometimes motivated to “fit in” and use to maintain these valued peer associations. While 
peers certainly help form perceptions, this may occur with or without explicit 




to be cool” among their peers. Some came of age around peers with whom drug use was 
common and their desire to use drugs was a product of their interest in fitting in and creating 
or maintaining friendships they valued. Across race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential 
location the most common motivation for use espoused by participants was their desire to fit-
in and maintain valued relationships with friends or significant others. Thus, peers were 
particularly important for cultivating interest and developing an identification with drug use 
that was conducive to increased use and crime. Consider this exchange with Bradford when 
asked about his motivations to initially try drugs, 
J: Was it a curiosity type thing? Like what was the motivation to try it? 
B: Like here hit this.  
J: Was it a peer pressure type thing do you think?  
B: I was young and wanted to be cool and they were offering it so I did it. 
 
To Bradford, his willingness to do drugs for the first time signaled to his friends that he was 
like them and willing to do what they did. Perhaps more importantly, using drugs provided 
Bradford with a symbolic resource he could use to construct a narrative identity as someone 
who was “cool”. Bradford, spent his adolescent and early adulthood in Two Rivers, but spent 
his early childhood in Prairie City surrounded by drugs and crime. As one of the few White 
people in his neighborhood he had to work particularly hard to fit in with his neighborhood 
peers and drugs provided him an opportunity to do that. 
The desire to fit-in among valued peers cut across class, race/ethnicity, gender and 
residential location. Drugs provided those who had trouble fitting in, or lacked a sense of 
belonging, with an avenue for connecting with others they valued. Cass was a White, female 
pill addict from Winterton City who had an unstructured and emotionally unwelcoming home 
life which led to her leaving home in her late teens and couch surfing. At the time of our 




up for years by the time we spoke. It was with the people she used that she was attached and 
felt a sense of emotional connection. A desire for such connection was a motivating force for 
Cass to initially try drugs,  
J: What about, you mentioned your peers, your friends, was there some 
aspect of trying to fit in?  
C: Oh, yeah. It all was, because I was already homeless and I hung out 
with, all my friends were rich. Like their parents were osteopathic 
surgeons and here I was this homeless girl that you know… It was all 
about fitting in, otherwise what was I doing? They loved me for my 
personality and I was the crazy, I was funny and so, I don’t know, it was 
about trying to fit in because it took me a long time to even start drinking. 
Cuz the taste of beer made me sick but I didn’t want anything to do with 
drugs. Of course, the marijuana came first. I think I’m allergic to it. They 
never really... I had a stint with meth but other than, I did acid a couple of 
times but other than that it was the alcohol for a few years and then the 
pills.  
 
Cass felt the only way she could fit in with her friends was by being crazy, funny and on 
drugs. When she left her home in late teens she found the sense of belonging and connection 
she was lacking in her home life among those with which she used. Cass even notes two 
common barriers to drug use she experienced: perception of bad taste and bad reaction. Yet 
Cass felt she could not transcend her social position to associate with the peers she valued 
unless she did drugs. After these connections had been developed they became a force that 
bound Cass to drug use and motivated her persistence. For Cass, and many like her, drug 
using peers provided a rewarding sense of community and connection they lacked in other 
areas of their life.  
Motivations Evolve 
The motivations expressed by participants were not univariate. Individual motivations 
took several manifestations. These motivations changed as participants aged, had increasing 




initially started drug use recreationally, some learned to use drugs as a way to cope with 
anxiety, while others were motived by rebellion and hedonism. Take Dorian for instance, 
who first became involved with drugs as a byproduct of spending time with friends and 
desiring drug infused fun. When I asked him if he would characterize his own use as 
recreation, medication or addiction replied this way,  
“Basically all three. Now reflecting back, it was self-medicating social anxiety, 
then at the time it felt like it was just helping me socialize, like ‘oh were all just 
having fun’ and then you think back to nights where it was less fun and more just 
like… I don’t want to say addiction, but we should have been able to have fun 
without doing drugs.” 
 
Dorian notes that at the time he felt like was simply motivated by hedonism, but now years 
later and a few years clean he is able to look back and see that his motivations and thus 
identity as a drug user was not exclusively about having fun and socializing, but also in 
medicating his anxiety and in his dependence on drugs for pleasurable experiences. This 
tendency to reinterpret their motivations from earlier periods of use at the point of our 
interview was not uncommon. Consider another example of this from Gary,  
“It really depends on the drug involved, cause we all kind of went through 
stages were people would start messing around with over the counter type 
stuff and it was just, ‘hey dude, no, no, no, you’re gonna kill yourself’. 
There was never any hard drug use, well there was a point where it was 
starting with ecstasy where it was an every weekend thing there for a 
while and that could have very easily spiraled out of control, but we 
didn’t. I absolutely think there was an addiction, to marijuana frankly, 
absolutely addiction, although at the time we thought of it more as 
recreation.” 
 
Here Gary reinterprets his motivations surrounding drug use with the gift of time to gain 
perspective. At the time, he and his friends viewed their drug use as purely recreational even 
if they occasionally had to communally pull back so as to not “kill” themselves accidentally. 




Indeed, many people would consider weekly ecstasy use and multiple times daily cannabis 
use to be evidence of drug use “spiraled out of control”. Ultimately participant’s perceptions 
of their motivations evolved as they had increasing experience with drugs and the passage of 
time. Often though, the realization these motivations had evolved, from hedonism to 
addiction for example, reportedly came only after desistance or significant reductions in use.  
Drug Use and Identity 
The context that participants grew up in and their motivations for drug use shaped their 
identification with it and by extension their behaviors in relation to drugs. Participants’ 
habitus shaped by their early life context provided them the dispositions and attitudes that 
made drug use attractive and informed their motivations. Drawing from salient cultural and 
subcultural narratives, participants crafted their narrative identity through a synthesis of 
narratives available and their own lived experience. I found participants crafted their identity 
by drawing on several distinct narratives. Some participants constructed for themselves a 
“party” identity in which participants found drug use as a way to manifest extreme fun in an 
otherwise mundane life. Also, a “responsible drug user” identity in which participants drew 
boundaries against extreme forms of use and considered their use non-problematic. Some 
participants constructed a “super mom” identity while others constructed a “failing mom” 
identity. In these, participants synthesized subcultural narratives of functional drug use or 
addiction and cultural narratives of motherhood. Finally, some participants drew from a 
subculturally prevalent narrative in which they presented drug use, particularly psychedelic 
drug use, as valuable and beneficial to the user for intellectual, personal and spiritual growth 




may pull from more than one narrative and construct a uniquely complex narrative identity 
by blending them with their lived experiences.   
It is important not to think of these identities as distinct and participants often pulled from 
more than one to construct their own identity. It is also key to remember these identities vary 
in intensity of association and no drug user is completely encapsulated by their identity as a 
user. As Shover (1996:78) noted in his seminal study of persistent thieves, “Among [those] 
who do identify with crime, even if their identification with it is weak or inconsistent, an 
array of criminal identities [are] represented…Adults generally have multiple identities 
grounded in diverse settings of everyday life including the family, the workplace, and places 
of recreation and leisure. Although most of our identities are conventional and legitimate, an 
individual’s repertoire of identities may include criminal ones as well.” I discuss some of the 
commonly constructed identities of drug users and note how participants’ identities as drug 
users are informed by the “diverse settings of everyday life”.  
Scholars have previously noted that drug use and crime allows individuals to project 
to others a particular persona as someone who is independent, rebellious, and courageous. I 
would suggest that this is true, but only for those whose perceptions of drugs have been 
shaped in a way to valorize their use and are motivated to partake, in part, to affirm to 
themselves their own identities as someone who is independent, rebellious, and courageous. 
In my sample, such perceptions and attitudes laid the groundwork for the “party identity” of 
some drug users. Take Davey, a White, working class poly-drug user from Two Rivers, who 
noted in our conversation that from elementary school he viewed himself as a troublemaker 
and that some of his initial interest in drugs came from his belief that “this is what 




search of a good time combined with a social context that fostered that perception of self led 
to the decision to use drugs to affirm that identity to himself as well as others. Recall the 
narrative of Davey’s hedonistic motivation above. Davey felt most himself when he was 
engaged in extreme partying and drug use, and constructed his identity, in part, by casting 
himself against “straight” people. Davey and others like him drew from a subculturally 
available party identity to bring meaning to their behavior and construct their identity as a 
drug user always up for a good time. In doing so people from Two Rivers like Davey, Jay or 
Skippy brought meaning to their drug use in a way that encouraged their risky and heavy use. 
This party identity was most prevalent among White males from Two Rivers who often held 
perceptions of their hometown as dull and found drugs a way to bring excitement to an 
otherwise monotonous working class existence. Women from Two Rivers did embody a 
party identity to a lesser degree. Their partying was often depicted as less extreme (i.e. types 
and amounts of drugs), and they did not narrate their party experiences tinged with the same 
level of self-satisfaction as men. For women, partying was just part of the lifestyle associated 
with regular drug use. Those from Winterton City rarely identified with a party identity. For 
some, their use and the negative consequences from it were so extreme they could not 
plausibly pull from and construct a party identity in relation to their drug use. For others from 
Winterton City whose use was not so uncontrolled, they avoided such extreme depictions and 
identifications with drug use.   
Indeed, the most common way economically disadvantaged people of color from Two 
Rivers who were not severely addicted constructed identities consonant with their use was by 
casting themselves against extreme, hedonistic, party forms of use. Instead they drew from a 




are those that use, but not to excess, use soft drugs but not hard ones, and do not use drugs at 
work, school, or around uninitiated family. Due to race/ethnicity and class, drug users of 
color or low socioeconomic status must construct boundaries and their identity much 
differently than does someone like Davey if they hope to avoid the stigma of being poor, 
Black and a drug user. Indeed, the context that users from Winterton City experienced, one 
where drug use was associated with addiction, crime, and death shaped the identity of 
participants as they had to work to avoid the stigma of such associations themselves. Take 
Adrian, a Black drug user from Winterton City who had spent a few stints in jail.  
“To me it’s not harmful (cannabis), it makes you mellow, it’s nice, it’s not 
like I’m out here doing a crime. Like I smoke and play a video game. You 
know it’s relaxing, I’m not going crazy…I’m not wanting to get 
stereotyped. It’s bad enough I’ve got tattoos all over me. I’m not like 
wanting to be in that category.”  
 
For economically disadvantaged people of color like Adrian, whose use was controlled it was 
important to present an identity of someone who is not just functional as a drug user, but 
responsible as a drug user, and as a responsible person more generally. Those that relied on a 
responsible drug user identity to develop their narrative identity in relation to drug use spoke 
of not using before work or time with children, and only in moderate enough amounts for 
relaxation, not extreme intoxication. This subcultural identity was most called on by 
economically disadvantaged people of color from Winterton City who cast themselves 
sharply against the extreme forms of use and addiction many of them had been exposed to 
from parents, peers, or their surrounding community. Many of them specifically noted as 
disadvantaged people of color they had to work especially hard to keep their drug use from 
reflecting negatively on them and stigmatizing them in a degrading way. They focused on 




use was a rather small part of how they conceived of themselves as a person. They were more 
attached to other prosocial responsibilities, often centered around family obligations, and 
were generally weakly associated with drug use and deviant subcultures.  
Thus, developing a drug using identity, or a deviant identity for that matter, does not 
happen in some sort of situational vacuum, but is part of an unfolding process that often 
begins before any significant deviant behavior begins and is a product of intersecting social 
identities. Additionally, due to differential social positioning, drug participants can construct 
identities in relation to their involvement they view reflect positively on them as individuals 
while calling on diametrically opposing values (excess vs. moderation). By creating such 
boundaries lower socioeconomic individuals, and people of color, like Adrian, portrayed 
their use as restrained and controlled and relied on a responsible drug user identity to 
construct their identity.  In comparison, their White counterparts from Two Rivers portrayed 
their use as adventuresome and hedonistic, and almost exclusively in a positive light, while 
relying on a party identity to bring meaning to their behavior and their sense of self. 
Gendered norms were important cornerstones for how individuals constructed an 
identity, and an identity as a user and a mother was particularly important. Motherhood is a 
particularly important social identity and female participants regularly noted how their 
identity and obligations as a parent intersected with their identity and interests as a user. 
Participants who were mothers were apt to incorporate the mother and drug using facets of 
their life in one of three ways. First, the majority of respondents suggested they did their best 
to keep the two worlds separate. They drew sharp boundaries around exposing children to 
drug use or deals and made clear their obligations as mothers came before their interests as a 




the patience, energy, or focus needed to perform all their motherly obligations at a level they 
could not otherwise achieve without the aid of drugs. For instance, consider this quote from 
Eve a Black crack user from Winterton City,  
“This is part of being what you call a functioning addict. I would take the 
kids to a museum, where we lived every place had a free day-the museum, 
the aquarium, the zoo was free 24/7 so what I would do was smoke me a 
bunch of shit (crack) and then pack a bunch of lunches-fill the trunk up 
with lunch meat, bread, potato chips, pops and take 'em to the park and let 
them play or take ’em to the museum and just let ’em go.”  
 
For Eve, her crack usage gave her the energy and attention necessary to keep up with the 
exuberance of youth. Far from preventing her from fulfilling her motherly obligations, Eve 
feels her crack use is under control, and despite her addiction, she “functions” more than 
adequately as a mother. This is one way that participants who were parents, specifically 
mothers, incorporated their drug use into their narrative identity alongside their other pre-
existing social identities. This form of identification with drug use, as a super mom, is drawn 
from circulating narratives in drug subcultures that drug use enhances one’s abilities and 
makes them capable of things they might not be sober. This type of identification encourages 
persistence over an extended period of time as such super moms perceive their use to be a 
positive, supportive influence. 
Finally, some mothers could be referred to as “failing moms” who expressed a 
dissociation with their children as they became increasingly fixated on drugs and their 
children were removed from the home or came to an age they voluntarily became estranged 
from their parent. It was not that such participants did not care about their children, but that 
their addiction and estrangement from their children pushed them further into identification 




City, how her perception of herself changed over the years she had been using drugs she 
replied this way,  
“Um, my biggest issue is with having lost my kids. Because society views 
a woman whose deemed an unfit parent particularly harshly. It’s not the 
same for fathers. Because for a female a woman a mother you have failed 
at the one thing that you’re supposed to be good at and that is unforgivable 
in society’s eyes. And this whole opioid crisis is a big thing right now but 
they still don’t like junkies and they still don’t have any compassion for 
women who lose their children because of drugs so it again makes me feel 
that I can’t talk about my kids, I want to talk about my kids I love them 
still and I’m proud of them. But I have to be careful that I don’t get in a 
position where people ask questions that will lead to them finding out that 
my children aren’t with me and it wasn’t my choice that they aren’t with 
me.” 
 
Here Melisa notes that some part of her identity is both informed by her identity as a woman 
and mother as well as how society views her as a mother-addict. This quote from Melisa 
reveals the distressed sense of self which characterized many of those who struggled with 
addiction. Later in our conversation Melisa told me there were times she would be in the 
process of intravenously using meth and she would realize “they were right”, and that she 
was not fit to be a mother, despite the love and affection she felt for her children. Thus, drug 
use and parenting intersected in interesting ways that informed the identities and behaviors of 
those in my sample. Those that kept their drug use and parenting separate rarely also identify 
as addict and described using and navigating through less dangerous environments than those 
who were struggling to maintain their familial obligations and thus had “no reason” to clean 
up or abstain from drugs. Here participants could call on similar cultural resources with 
performative expectations attached to them, like mother, to bring additional meaning to their 
drug use. Yet, depending on the context and constellation of influences that made up 
participants’ lived experience they could frame the meaning of drug use and parenting in 




had deep attachments to their identities as drug users, though those that drew from a failing 
mom identity could be said to be more deeply associated with drug use as they were barred 
from actively engaging in mothering.  
 Those that appeared to most fully incorporate drug use into their identity and sense of 
self were White, male participants from Two Rivers. The cultural vacuum and insulation 
their community provided gave little chance of negative consequences and also provided the 
opportunity to carve out a meaningful identity as a drug user. Such strong identification with 
drug use was uncommon amongst people of color or economic disadvantage in Winterton 
City. The realities of being poor, a person of color, and living in disorganized neighborhoods 
provided adequate cultural resources from which to build a coherent sense of identity. Drug 
use was just a small part of their overall narrative identity. Some male participants from 
Winterton City had so fully incorporated it into their lives and narrative identity that drug use 
was viewed as a panacea and one that helped users learn more about themselves and the 
world. Such participants drew from cultural narratives of drug use, particularly psychedelic 
drug use, as something that was mind expanding, personally rewarding, and spiritually 
powerful. In doing so, they identified with a subculturally informed “psychonaut” identity 
that was prevalent only among White, males from Two Rivers. Those that drew from a 
“psychonaut” identity used various drugs with some regularity, but were daily cannabis 
users, and viewed their use to have positively affected their life. Markus, a poly-drug user 
from Two Rivers who was a public educator alludes to the ubiquity with which drugs had 
informed his daily existence. When I asked him how he viewed his drug usage he replied this 
way,  
“It’s circumstantial, it kind of depends. So, like weed, I definitely use it 




helping with. Uh specifically, I separated a joint in my shoulder and it can 
be painful if I sleep on it wrong, but for me it’s more recreational. It’s 
more of a routine, if I get to wake up and smoke a bowl I’ve started the 
day off good. I know I’m gonna feel good. I know I’m ready for the tasks 
ahead. And then some more of the hard drugs that are special occasions 
would be more recreational as well, but it’s hard to say they’re not 
medicinal, because they’re been times you know, I’ve taken shrooms and 
its changed my perspective on things. So, it’s like man in the long run it’s 
actually helped me and changed my mind, changed my views on certain 
things because it’s opened up my mind.” 
 
While Markus identifies as a recreational drug user, he notes just how integral his use is to 
his daily life and ultimately his sense of identity and perceptions. Indeed, he goes on to 
suggest his more extreme drug experiences were medicinal because of how they changed his 
perspective and opened his mind. Markus viewed himself as more open-minded and 
progressive than many of the people he grew up and worked with and considered his drug 
consumption to be directly responsible for it. Thus, identification with drug use can shape 
peoples’ identity and behaviors tangential to drug involvement. This was probably most 
vividly expressed by Cullen who credits the entirety of his personal and professional interests 
to his identification and experiences with drugs.  
“I hate saying this because I love his podcast so much and he really 
doesn’t ever promote drug use, he really doesn’t and if you listen to his 
podcast he will sit there and tell you all the negatives all the side-effects 
along with the positives but he just says I’m just telling you this cause 
some people want to take out the positives and only tell you negatives, but 
Joe Rogan I would say has a huge influence. I mean I’ve done DMT I’ve 
done coke, but when he talks about it I sit there and go, man if only I did 
those when I was older instead of younger, like now how I see life, 
learning things, man I wish I… I could learn more from it now. I could get 
more out of it, it’s not just for the high now. It’s just like man that really 
opened up, cause it did open up my mind and change my whole scope of 
like, I went from wanting to, I mean I didn’t know what I was gonna be 
freshman, sophomore year, I thought anything from like construction 
science which I mean is a science, but mostly construction cause that’s 
what my dad does, or maybe one day engineering, maybe, and that was 
only cause of math, nothing to do with science, that was math driven. I 




didn’t want to actually go and crunch the numbers on the structural parts 
of things, but then I did DMT and its just like, (smacks hands) boom all of 
a sudden I love physics, love astrophysics, loved learning about quantum 
mechanics, I love learning about engineering, I can’t get enough of it now. 
I’m always asking people questions about their vehicle. ‘what does that 
do, why did you put that on there?’ and you just learn as you get older and 
smarter, they don’t know what that actually does for the vehicle, but it’s 
cool if I do, so it’s just like, ‘oh ok’ you know. It just changed my whole 
scope of things. So, if I could do it now, it would maybe help me more I 
guess.” 
 
At the time we met he had returned to school to study physics and was doing well in his 
coursework. The context Cullen was in motivated his use and provided multi-dimensional 
narratives of drug use he could pull from to bring meaning to his drug use. Ones that 
presented drug use, particularly psychedelic drug use, as something that one could do to learn 
about themselves and the world at a deeply intellectual and spiritual level. Thus, his positive 
identification with drug involvement, produced through a synthesis of his experiences and 
the cultural narratives he pulled from to bring meaning to his use, actually resulted in positive 
personal and professional outcomes for Cullen and others like him such as Brock, Dorian 
and even Jay.  
JE: What about later on after you’d been using drugs regularly for a few 
years, did that change you at all?  
J: Yeah, that came along a lot later. I think they definitely can take ahold. 
And it changes self-perception a little bit. And it changes, because so 
many things are changing after you’ve taken that first, whatever it is. It 
opens your eyes up to a whole new different world so to speak. So you 
kind of question what you learned before that, because it’s pretty profound 
actually when you experience that first thing, it’s like, ‘whoa everything 
that I thought I knew, I don’t’ so I think that’s what led me to challenge, 
challenge just life in general. One experience that sticks out is the first 
time I did acid. I felt, I lost, they call it ego death. I couldn’t remember 
who I was, I knew of me, but I couldn’t remember me. And I remember 
closing my eyes and seeing cubes floating around and little scenes from 
life were in each little cube just floating around in nonsensical order. After 
that experience and the next day, all the lights were so much brighter, the 
sky was a different deep blue, they were colors that I recognized but… 




experience itself necessarily, but that feeling really fueled me like, ‘wow 
this is doing something that we don’t, we can’t understand’. Like we 
aren’t able to understand this yet. We need more… we just can’t 
understand this. So that was an epiphany.” 
 
Here too, Jay noted that after a while drugs can take “ahold”. Jay was a particularly 
interesting participant as he had experienced bouts of addiction and the personal strain 
associated with it. Yet, he also had significantly positive experiences with drugs and his 
identification with his drug using experiences were overwhelmingly positive. In the quote 
above he focused on the positive aspects of drug use, how it opened up his eyes, and caused 
him to challenge what he had previously thought and believed. Even the experience of “ego 
death” was interpreted as an epiphany that helped him experience life in a more vivid way 
and fuel his continued interest in such experiences.  
For individuals such as these, drug involvement was perceived as the bedrock of their 
identity. Even for those who had desisted, the dispositions and values orientations they 
gained within drug using networks became incorporated as a durable part of their identity and 
shaped how they perceived the world and interacted. Consider Dorian who was several years 
clean at the time of our conversation,  
“I think it’s the foundation of who I am. I feel like I had such a frame of 
reference through the younger years of my life that now it’s hard for me to 
understand ego in terms of other people and being understanding of how 
someone else is making decisions, I don’t know, based on their values that 
are based on different foundations.”      
 
The experiences of drug use can be powerful, and those who persist in desiring and achieving 
these experiences for an extended period of time are inevitably presented with various ways 
to understand their use and themselves as users. Those like Dorian who possessed a 




during their subcultural associations so fully that even after these associations ended they 
imparted a lasting impact on their narrative identity and decision making processes.  
Drug Trade and Context  
Physical Context 
The environments of Two Rivers and Winterton City shaped the perceptions of 
participants who engaged in drug trade and Jaquon, a Black user-dealer from Winterton City 
provides some interesting insights into how physical context can shape a person’s 
motivations to sell drugs.  
J: So I moved here from a town in the south. We came here in the early 
80’s. We came here with chickens, yeah, we had chickens in our kitchen 
and we had the cages up so that in the winter we put them in the kitchen 
whatever so. The southeast side of this city is where we moved to 
originally. It was quiet, everything was peaceful over there. Then we 
moved over here to the west side and the west side was very different from 
the south end. It just, ah, the people was different as well.  
JE: How was the neighborhood and people different?  
J: The neighborhood was different from like on the southeast side, it was 
more like if I didn’t have it you was just more used to not having it and 
being able to adapt to that. And as you went west with it, it was like well I 
don’t got, but I’m going to figure out a way to go get it, that was the 
difference. So, the people tend to, was different. And as I moved west, that 
was what started leading to the drugs, alcohol and stuff like that.  
JE: Was there a particular experience that stands out in your mind with 
that move west and the idea of if I don’t have it I’m going to figure out a 
way to get it?  
J: Just like friends, different people from the neighborhood, this was what 
they was already into. You know the west side, the area where I come 
from, was already known as violent ... There was a house over on 22nd, I 
don’t know if you could google it or whatever, but there was a house over 
on 22nd, it was actually my apartment building and I used to have some 
friends hang out with me over there and one day, uh somebody was like 
hey do you know where I could get some drugs. So, one of my friends was 
like, I know where, so he sold ‘em some. So, the people started coming 
there on a regular and they thought it was that type of spot, and it ended up 
turning into that type of spot. It turned into the spot, it turned into it so 
much that that become one of the busiest streets in this city. 




J: Right, right, yeah. And so, my mom hurried up and moved away from 
there. And then that building just turned into a junky building just like this 
was where to go if you wanted drugs. 
JE: How did that, like you said people were coming to your building, did 
that affect how you thought of yourself, like I’m kind of in a happening 
spot.  
J: Yeah, it made me, well, you’re getting this easy money, let’s go on and 
get it. So that’s what led me into selling drugs. 
 
Here Jaquon notes the importance of neighborhood location. As he moved from east to west 
across Winterton City, the environment became more criminogenic. After the move in his 
teen years he was thrust into an environment of drugs, crime and violence. This shows how 
people both determine and are determined by the context in which they live. While drugs 
were already prevalent in the area when Jaquon got there, through his and his peers’ actions 
he turned his neighborhood street into one of the “busiest streets in the city” for drugs.  
 Athea a female user-dealer from Winterton City who dealt only when economically 
necessary suggested the environment she was in provided obvious scripts for how to become 
a drug dealer and how to engage in the trade. She needed no specific training. In her 
community it is a “kind of common sense” or street wisdom. 
J: Did you have someone, did that other person sort of show you the ropes, 
show you how to do it, or did you learn by trial and error.  
A: No, it was kind of common sense. I just watched and uh…  
J: It wasn’t that hard to put together? 
A: Right.  
J: How about how did you find like people to sell it to? What was that like 
for you?  
A: Well for one, in your community you know who is using and who is 
not.  
J: So it’s common knowledge? 
A: Right, uh huh. 
 
Athea went on to note that the availability of drugs in her community was the number one 
concern in her community as drugs cause the dissolution of families and relationships. She 




then we wouldn’t have to worry about that because it causes so many things, it just causes the 
breakage of homes and families and relationships.” The physical environment that included 
poverty, crime and drugs informed her initial motivations to sell and led her to reproducing 
the environmental conditions she decried as detrimental.  
 The physical environment of Two Rivers was also mentioned by a few participants 
with dealing experience. When dealers mentioned the physical context of Two Rivers it was 
to emphasize its dullness. For Dealers from Two Rivers, dealing was a way to bring some 
excitement into their lives while also being rewarded materially and symbolically for their 
efforts at the trade. Dorian noted that Two Rivers was boring and dealing drugs spiced up life 
and assured regular attention would be turned towards him.  
“That was kind of like a breaking the boredom thing in small town like 
add a little excitement, and it also like you know, I know a lot of people 
that have facilitated their own drug use through their own drug use, get 
enough for everyone…” 
 
Here Dorian noted the way the context of a small town provided little to do and how that 
conditioned his motivations to deal to “add a little excitement” to his life while facilitating 
his own drug use, and the party lifestyle surrounding persistent drug use. His contextually 
informed motivations conditioned how he incorporated his dealing activities into his sense of 
identity. He was a partier surrounded by those living less exciting existences. 
Family  
The context provided by family interactions and dynamics were complexly important 
for forming individual motivations to deal drugs. These included permissive parents who 
kept little supervision of their children, experiences of abuse and neglect, and exposure to 
drug use and dealing on the part of their parents. These influences varied little by 




of residential location they provided insight into the motivations and identities of those 
involved.  
 Many participants who became dealers had parents with permissive, “hands-off” 
parenting styles that stood in stark contrast to the controlling restrictive parenting mentioned 
by many of those who exclusively used drugs. Dealers like Skippy or Dorian had family lives 
characterized by divorce and conflict in which their parents were occupied and less able to 
supervise. In this family turmoil drug dealing became attractive socially and materially. In 
the excerpt below, Dorian and I discuss how his upbringing and relationship with parents 
informed his decision to sell drugs.   
J: When you were growing up how would you describe your relationship 
with family and how do you think that influenced your drug participation? 
D: It was rocky. It was a rocky life. I think my parents were like separated 
for a time in those formative years so that made it easier to look for friends 
in bad places…  
J: Like maybe not as much supervision?  
D: Yeah, for sure. They were too focused on trying to get their shit figured 
out and not… 
J: Gotcha. Did your parents ever give you the drug talk, did they ever sit 
you down?  
D: My dad just said, ‘stay out of jail’, and I guess that was odd for our 
social group. Normally they get, ‘don’t ever do this, don’t ever do that’ but 
my family was always like, ‘eh, well, stay out of trouble’.  
J: So, sort of cryptic, so as a kid did that made you think you could push 
the edges as long as you didn’t get in trouble?  
D: Yeah. Just make sure you stay safe ya know. They weren’t like stay 
away form everything, just stay away from the cops (laughs). 
 
In these sorts of family contexts participants learned that actions were not inherently wrong 
or problematic, it was the consequence that was the measure of an action. Thus, “just stay 
away from the cops”. This quote underlines the differences in contextual danger between 
Two Rivers and Winterton City associated with participants’ deviance. Many participants 




police, either for themselves or their loved ones. For those from Two Rivers, drug dealing 
was a fun distraction from the mundane. For those from Winterton City it was significantly 
more complex.  
Yet such permissiveness could take on a more active tone. Bryan a user-dealer from 
Two Rivers in his mid-twenties talked about the differential relationships he has with his 
mother and father and as it relates to his dealing.  
“Uh, with my dad, my mom was not cool from the get-go but after I 
moved out they’re cool with it now. My dad didn’t really ever care but 
then every once in a while I would find something missing and I wondered 
what’s going on and I figured out that my dad was stealing weed for his 
friends. (In the voice of his dad’s friend) ‘Here’s $50 for an ounce, can I 
grab that?’ (In his own voice) ‘I’m like you sold an ounce for $50, what?, 
like, quit taking my shit.’ Oh, me and my dad don’t totally get along 
anymore, there’s a strain because why would you steal from your son. 
Especially when you don’t have a drug problem, you just want money. 
Oh, come on, let’s be an adult about that. Me and my mom, our 
relationship has gotten better since high school, I would say. We can tell 
each other anything, and what not.” 
 
Bryan noted how at first his mother was not accepting of his dealing until after he moved out. 
Perhaps this was because she viewed him as an adult, or because she no longer worried about 
legal trouble following her son home. It would seem the answer to her acceptance of his 
dealing developed out of his success dealing. Indeed, it is not uncommon for Bryan to help 
his parents with a bill. Alternatively, Bryan is motivated to deal, in part, to recoup the 
economic losses he has experienced as a consequence of his father. Both of these 
relationships have the effect of pushing Bryan deeper into his association with drugs and 
strengthen his identification with drug trade.  
 If not attitudes of permissiveness the social context provided by some dealer’s 
families included significant levels of emotional and physical abuse. These sorts of family 




influences of family and place played a particularly powerful role for Athea who used 
dealing as a mechanism for economic independence and a preventative measure against 
being “used” by others. When I asked her if her family influenced her later involvement with 
drugs she replied negatively, but went on to explain how her family environment set the stage 
for her later motivations to deal.  
“No, because I was basically, on my own. I was 17, and I ran away from 
home because my stepmother was, she just wasn’t a loving, her words 
were just so degrading, and my own mother was struggling with um being 
clean from alcohol. Which I would see every once in a while but she 
needed to get well and so I would/I was dependent on my dad, I was 
dependent on that nurturing but it was blocked because she would do 
things to block that pathway of me and my dad to get the nurturing I 
needed. My dad got with my stepmother when I was like 7-8, so I didn’t, 
from 8 on up I didn’t have a good childhood. Because I was rebellious 
towards her because I knew that she was not a good parent or a parent 
figure. She physically assaulted me, so I was already like a person-
damaged goods, I wasn’t sexually damaged I was mentally damaged 
goods by the time I became a teenager. So, I had a lot of trust issues, I had 
by the time I was a teenager I had set in my mind, I will not be used by 
nobody, I will not, um, you know, I didn’t know how to be loved. If 
someone was trying to love me I would push them away because I didn’t 
know if it was genuine. So, I think I was pretty much, just like, I can’t 
describe it, I wanted to do, I didn’t want help from nobody. I just wanted 
to do everything on my own because I didn’t know if it was genuine. Like, 
you know, my dad had this lady that he cared about and you know, she 
came into our home, we didn’t go to her, she came into our home and she 
violated me. And she’s supposed to be, you know, a mother figure. So, I 
didn’t want no one to get close to me, I didn’t want to get close to no one. 
And it, that was it. So, I was trying to take care of myself, the best way I 
know how without um, showing any signs of weakness, like I couldn’t do 
it, even though I was breaking the law, because that’s not legal to do but I 
was just trying.” 
 
Here Athea provides an excellent example of how the context she was in as a teen and young 
adult conditioned her motivations to leave home and sell drugs to survive. As will be seen 




an able drug entrepreneur and the way she incorporated dealing drugs into her narrative 
identity.  
Some parents may not encourage their children’s dealing passively or actively, but 
provide a context in which drugs are prevalent and normalized. When these family dynamics 
dovetail with the social context created by peers, culture and the surrounding community 
participants such as Bradford find drug dealing an available and logical activity.  
“My mom smoked crack so I saw her doing that, my neighbor was selling 
her those drugs, and I always saw her smoking weed. But then my friends 
and I we were the runners, if people had a package we took and so we saw 
people doing stuff and we tried and we got into it as well. And I mean you 
see the movies when you’re a kid growing up, like Scarface and you see 
the mountain of cocaine on his desk, and then you see it in real life and 
you see the money and it’s just like well I’m not getting an education 
where I’m supposed to be getting an education, and I know I’m supposed 
to be doing something else besides playing football in the street, so maybe 
I should be making some money.” 
 
Bradford’s exposure to drugs at a young age normalized them. He was involved in the 
drug trade early and looked up to those in his community that had drugs and money. In a 
context where he was receiving little emotional or social support he began to believe he 
needed to “be making some money” and began selling drugs instead of making deliveries 
for other dealers as he had done in his early adolescence.  
Of course, some participants started dealing in the context of addiction. They may 
have initially started using for any myriad of reasons, but at the point their use became so 
consuming they could no longer support their habit conventionally they turned to dealing. As 
they were already users, those that became dealers already had access to suppliers and a 
community of customers. Consider this narrative from Ronald, a Black crack user-dealer 
from Winterton City. Ronald relayed this story to me after my first question, “Can you tell 




“It was back in say 1988, my brother, we were sitting in a car and smoking 
some weed and uh I said that smells different and I said what is that? And 
he says, it’s primo. I said can I try that and he said no man you don’t want 
to get it, you don’t want to do that. I said, come on man, let me hit it, let 
me hit it. And so, he let me hit it but before that he said, I want you to run 
in here and take this to this dude, take these rocks in here and he’s going 
to give you some money. I said, he’s going to give you some money for 
some rocks? He said, no man, it’s rock cocaine. So, I took it in there and 
he gave me some money and when I came back they were still smoking so 
I said, let me hit that again. He said, nah. He wouldn’t let me hit it but him 
and his wife they was smoking and so he said this is what they call primo. 
You just put it on weed and roll a joint and smoke it. He finally let me hit 
it and I said, whoa and he let me hit it again. So, after that I got introduced 
to it but I didn’t get addicted to it. So, he showed me where he was going 
to get it and I started making trips down there like when I would get off 
from work, especially on the weekends and would I go down there, I was 
living in the south and I was making trips down to Louisiana. I was 
making trips down there and me and the guys would get together and 
smoke primos, and I was selling some of it. Then it got to where I wasn’t 
really addicted to it until I just kept on making trips down there and kept 
on making trips. But after that I started kind of getting a problem but it 
wasn’t really a problem until I came to Winterton City. I was sneaking 
around and hanging at the [at the park downtown] on the east side and 
working out in [the next town over]. I had a job and I was selling dope on 
the side but I was using too. And then it got to where it was a problem, I 
would ease away from everybody and go park somewhere and take a hit 
on a pipe and didn’t nobody ever know cause I was in a mix of people 
making money. And then it got to a point where I lost my job, hanging out 
on the street didn’t have money in my pocket. Doin’ whatever-ripping 
people off, going in stores stealing and stuff like that.” 
 
For Ronald and others like him, their initial motivation to sell drugs was oriented towards 
making money. However, as is sometimes the case the specter of addiction came in to derail 
those efforts. After a move that effected his physical context, his social context changed as 
well, and he was without prosocial bonds acting as barriers to serious addiction. In this new 
context, one that included addiction, Ronald’s addiction became all-consuming and 






Drug Trade and Motivation 
When asked why they engaged in drug dealing, participants’ explicit motivations for 
dealing drugs were similar across race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location and 
were focused on money. All the dealers I spoke with viewed the efforts in dealing as 
entrepreneurial and drew on cultural narratives of entrepreneurship to contextualize and 
motivate their dealing. While some of them did not view dealing drugs as their job, many did 
view it as their job, and justified this line of thinking with the rewards gained from their 
trade. Regardless of level of occupational identification dealers called on entrepreneurial 
values of recognizing a customer base and filling a need. However, the meaning brought to 
the proceeds of dealing was considered very differently by participants. Take for instance, 
Tara a White user-dealer of methamphetamines from Winterton City and her explanation of 
how she got into selling drugs. 
 “I’m more of an opportunist so I’ve never gone into business for myself 
but if I know of somebody who wants something um and it will allow me 
an opportunity to have some product or money or both, so if an 
opportunity arises and it’s profitable for me to so then I know how to and 
if it’s easy for me to do so then yeah” 
 
Tara notes how her dealing activity was a product of opportunity, ease, and profitability. 
Such a business minded perspective on sales would be welcome in any boardroom. It is 
worth noting that while Tara admits to making money or “product” in her transactions she 
does not view herself as having “gone into business”. She is simply a trader or middleperson 
taking advantage of price differences between supplier friends and customer friends. This 
type of boundary work was common among those from Winterton City who sold to subsist 
economically, or feed their addiction as was the case for Tara. These motivations to reap 




identity. To Tara, she was an opportunist, not a petty drug dealer. Tara was far from the only 
one to express such attitudes. For instance, Bryan from Two Rivers said,  
“The people that sell drugs are smarter, I would say. They notice, well to 
start selling drugs, there has to be a need to have a drug dealer in that area 
or that group of friends or whatever.” 
 
It is clear in this quote from Bryan that these motivations are contextually developed and 
impart meaning. Bryan viewed himself as savvier than mere users. This perspective was not 
unique among the dealers with whom I talked. Their elevated position, economically and 
culturally, within drug using networks over simple customers helped justify their efforts as 
traders and encouraged their identification with drug dealing, and the incorporation of 
dispositions and values associated with drug dealing into their habitus. Those that received 
material and symbolic rewards were more apt to be “good time dealers” while those who 
viewed dealing drugs as an “opportunist” venture were more apt to consider themselves 
“hustlers” (to be discussed in detail below). 
Lifestyle 
These entrepreneurial attitudes cut across race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential 
location, but due to the different context dealers from Two Rivers faced relative to their peers 
in Winterton City they brought meaning to their dealing and its proceeds quite differently. 
These differential contexts informed the motivations for dealers and the way they constructed 
their identity in relation to those behaviors with real effects for the way they engaged in the 
trade. Indeed, while most all dealers considered themselves entrepreneurial and hard-working 
the meaning brought to dealing was significantly shaped by class and residential location. 
Dealers from Two Rivers could be said to engage in “conspicuous consumption” in which 




middle class dealers did not need to deal to pay the bills, rather they often dealt as a 
supplement to their income and to afford things they otherwise could not, even if it was just 
more drugs. Thus, the focus for dealers from Two Rivers was on enjoying a lifestyle they 
could only afford as dealers. Such a lifestyle provided them material rewards of money that 
they could use to finance their hedonism while also providing them more intangible benefits. 
Bradford was a dealer from Two Rivers who grew up in a context that encouraged his drug 
dealing, and as he had the necessities of life as he aged into adulthood, the proceeds from this 
drug dealing were spent on drugs, the party, and having a good time.  
“Well I wasn’t in school so I didn’t have a whole lot to do other than sell 
drugs and it was like, ok I’m partying with all these people who are twice, 
triple my age ya know and I don’t know if was really to fit in, but why not. 
Then later on down the line, ya know it was a party. I tell people before I 
don’t know if I was ever addicted to any of the drugs I was doing or 
selling, it was more for the party. Yeah, I was drinking good liquor, I was 
only doing the best stuff; I was buying whatever I wanted. I should have 
just put it all into a bank account (laughs).” 
 
This appreciation for a party lifestyle over a conventional one is common amongst persistent 
criminals (Shover 1996), and was commonly noted among the dealers with whom I spoke. 
This was particularly prevalent among dealers from Two Rivers who were able to use the 
proceeds from dealing on entertainment based consumptive patterns. Michael, another dealer 
from Two Rivers discusses his own disinterest in stability, and thirst for excitement and fun, 
when he told me he was spontaneous and had little use for stable employment or 
conventional annoyances like bank accounts. This attitude as someone who values 
excitement and eschews conventionality shaped why those with such attitudes sold drugs, 
how they engaged in the trade, and how they used the proceeds from their dealings. Indeed, 
dealers like Michael from Two Rivers enjoyed consumptive patterns that would shock many. 




J: What is about money that does it for you? Is it just food, shelter, or is it 
status too?  
M: Umm, yeah, I would say I want a little extra you know. I think this 
whole time I haven’t been addicted to drugs or addicted to the fast life so 
to say, but addicted to the money… And do stuff that back in the day I 
wasn’t able to do I guess.  
J: Would you say that as you started making money at it would you say 
that that was one of the biggest draws, affording stuff you couldn’t when 
you were younger?  
M: Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. Like when I was 17, 18 years old I used to just 
for the day, fly 3, 4 friends to Las Vegas just to eat, we couldn’t gamble, 
but just to eat buffets and stuff, and we’d jump on the redeye and come 
home so yeah stuff I couldn’t get before.  
 
Such extreme consumptive patterns were not abnormal for such dealers either. While they 
were nowhere near the top of the network hierarchy they made enough money to afford 
extras most working class adults could not. It is hard to overestimate the draw to dealing 
drugs that comes from enjoying recreational and consumptive patterns that outstrip your 
peers and parents. Another example of this can be seen in this exchange with Bryan.  
B: Money is, you know. More money makes you more happy. Just feeling 
better. You’re doing better in life so, I’m great. 
J: What do you think you enjoy most about drugs?  
B: Uh, that there’s a feeling and that’s great. And I get to meet some really 
crazy people through selling or through smoking or going to the bar and 
meeting different people in one night. I would not be able to have some of 
the experiences I’ve had if I don’t, you know. Like the first time I ever got 
on an airplane, I paid for it with drug money but I flew to Washington for 
a Bluegrass thing. I probably still would not have flown on an airplane if I 
did not sell drugs and now I’ve flown on an airplane like 8 times I think.  
J: So, you’re selling has provided you some access to these things?  
B: Yes, just different activities. I wouldn’t be traveling to states so...  
J: So, the festivals and stuff? 
B: Yeah, like this summer I’m going to Atlanta, Virginia, and I think 
there’s going to a be a Cali, Denver, Wisconsin, Chicago and Minneapolis 
I go to at least once a month for different shows and what not. 
 
Thus, for dealers like Bryan while their initial motivations may have revolved around making 
money, they quickly realized such money was best used on keeping the party going. While it 




facile and superficial expenditures of money for fun, for dealers like Bradford, Michael and 
Bryan, selling drugs provided them with a lifestyle and a constellation of associated 
experiences they felt they had little chance of attaining in any other way.  
There was also one additional intangible motivation expressed by participants that 
existed in connection to the lifestyle associated with drugs, that of increased status and 
acceptance. It has been noted elsewhere that those who deal appreciate an increased level of 
status and acceptance within their networks (Erickson, Hochsteler and Copes, In Press). 
Dealing drugs brings with it significant increases in popularity, but a specific kind of 
popularity that is only salient when one has drugs. The dealers I talked to knew much of their 
status and acceptance was tied directly to their ability to provide people with drugs and the 
social esteem they enjoyed would evaporate when their services could no longer be counted 
on. Despite this, the dealers that I spoke to, and specifically those from Two Rivers, were 
motivated to deal, in some large part, to gain acceptance or increase status amongst a group 
of people they valued. Skippy speaks to his and other dealers’ initial motivation for cash, but 
also the intangible rewards of status and social importance.  
“I would say perceived necessity, in the quickness of making money. I 
would say a lot of it is probably the status that you achieve, people look at 
you different. People talk about you differently. It’s just an elevated state 
in those circles. I wasn’t super successful in making a lot of money but 
what I did, I would either spend on other drugs, the drugs I wasn’t selling, 
or I would just treat people to food or alcohol. I liked, it was the same with 
the drugs too. I’d just buy the drugs and then share it with other people it 
was really like I was doing it strictly for other people to be honest. It kind 
of made people happy you know.” 
 
These material and symbolic rewards of money, drugs, fun, status and self-esteem, 
constituent parts of the lifestyle of dealers, all encourage persistence in the trade and 




identity. Dealers from Two Rivers were able to pull from subculturally available narratives of 
drug use as something that was socially, materially, and intrinsically rewarding. Their 
participation in drug trade helped them elevate their status and enjoy the thrills of drug use, 
dealing and partying.  
On the other hand, those from Winterton City were more apt to consider dealing 
drugs as a necessary solution to the problem of poverty and unemployment. Only a small 
number of dealers from Winterton City considered dealing “fun” or “recreation” in the way 
Jaquon did. Even then it was not “fun” in the sense most would consider. Take this exchange 
with Jaquon and how he describes drug dealing as an encapsulating experience that he 
enjoyed despite not making substantial profit from it.  
J: I never made no money selling drugs. I wasn’t trying to be a kingpin. 
Just enough to get by. 
JE: It really wasn’t about that for you?  
J: It was about being able to have some money, extra money.  
JE: How would you describe that lifestyle?  
J: It was pretty fun, it got crazy every now and then.  
JE: Is there a particularly crazy experience that stands out in your mind?  
J: I mean just a whole bunch of guys just standing together and everybody 
just bum rush one car to see whose stuff this guy is gonna buy.  
JE: So, it was almost like a race to the buyer?  
J: Right, right, that’s what it was.  
JE: Did that ever lead to conflicts?  
J: Oh, yeah. People got beat up, shot. 
 
While Jaquon is calling on motivations of fun and excitement, the context he is in creates 
significantly different boundaries around what is considered fun and exciting. Indeed, on the 
rare occasions violent incidents occurred in the course of their selling, dealers from Two 
Rivers were frightened off by violence and actively avoided situations where violence 




experience of dealing drugs, and what they built their identity around was being tough, street 
smart, violent if necessary, and quick on their feet.  
Survival 
More commonly though, dealers from Winterton City often expressed to me that they 
were not getting rich or buying the jewelry, clothes, or cars stereotypically associated with 
participation in drug trade. Rather they were scratching together a living between poor or 
non-existent employment, lack of structural support, and oftentimes the experience of 
addiction. In this context, some were resistant to accept the label of “drug dealer” and rather 
considered themselves “survivors”. Many of the dealers I spoke to from Winterton City 
viewed the context they were in as a propellant to deal drugs. They found themselves in 
financial straits they could conceive of no way to rectify legitimately and so turned to dealing 
out of necessity. Take Chris for instance, a Black former user-dealer from Winterton City, 
who suggested he gleaned no status for his dealing efforts. For him dealing was a job, it was 
“survival mode”.  
“Uh, motivation for selling drugs? It would just be that my situation, just 
the position I put myself in cuz, like I said I didn’t have to. You can go get 
a job, you can do this but the situation I was in at the time that, you know, 
just make something happen so that’s what, it wasn’t like I want to sell 
drugs to be cool, it’s I need some money, today, right now because I had 
to get something to eat right now. And this guy gots this and this guy 
wants this, you know so, it’s not like I’m a big bad ass [because] I sold 
drugs, for me it wasn’t. For certain people, there is, but for me it was just 
more of a survival mode. For me it was a job. Like I said it was survival 
mode. Like I gotta pay this, I gotta do this, this is what I got. But you 
don’t make that your main, you know you still gotta find other different 
other hustles too though.” 
 
A desire for economic subsistence and independence was a motivating factor for all 
the dealer participants. Thus, dealers were motivated to make ends meet financially and 




particular, dealing drugs was a suitable alternative to what they deemed much worse 
outcomes. Particularly for female dealers like Shanice, who sold to support her habit as her 
tolerance grew over time, such dealing was preferable to selling material possessions or her 
body for drugs and money. Take Athea, for instance, who noted the context she grew up in 
and how that shaped her motivations to sell drugs after I asked her if some person was 
influential in her decision to sell drugs.  
A: So it wasn’t the person that I seen selling drugs, they didn’t encourage 
me at all. And as a matter of fact they had told me they didn’t want to help 
me. Yeah, they were like, this is something you can get in trouble for, so 
there and then I had to explain to them, at this point in my life, I’m willing 
to do what I need to do to survive. But I wasn’t willing to sell my body. 
So, that was not an option and so um I choose to do that. 
J: So, you viewed the selling of drugs as a preferable option over selling 
your body?  
A: Uh, yeah. Because I was sleeping on my friends’ couches and you 
know um, I didn’t want to be a like a, I don’t what word I can use, I didn’t 
want to be a bother to anyone. I did have a job and it was only part time 
because of my age, and I was still trying to go to drop in school for so 
many hours a day, like a couple hours a day. So I was really doing what I 
should have been doing by going to school and um trying to keep a level 
head, but it was just hard because um eventually when you are staying 
with people, they want rent money, they want a bill to be paid and you 
know. I had to by my own hygiene, and I was trying to do the best that I 
could but it just wasn’t, you know, working out. Plus carrying the load of 
knowing that, wherever I go, there’s going to be a need of some kind. No 
matter where you go, even if it’s a place of your own you need to pay your 
rent, you need to keep up your things in order to have a place nice or 
whatever, there’s always a need. So, I was like, well I know how to do 
this, am I going to be all in on it? If not I’m not going to survive, I’m 
going to be all used up by something. 
 
On the one hand, for female dealers like Athea, a Black single mother from Winterton City 
who had been doing and selling drugs consistently for nearly 20 years, dealing drugs was 
viewed as a particularly important tactic for economic survival and physical security. On the 




themselves to dealers. Male dealers appreciated the sex and dating options surrounding their 
trade and considered it a motivator to deal. Ronald alludes to this when he says,  
“That’s the main thing a person always wants is to have a women around 
and get sex and all the stuff like that. It was exciting.” 
 
More commonly though participants suggested their dealing was motivated by pursuits of 
survival and economic solvency. They were not chasing millions of dollars or a desire to be a 
“king pin”. Despite this, some of the dealers from Winterton City that entered the drug trade 
to survive made profits well beyond the level of subsistence and survival. Take Tyrone for 
instance, a Black dealer from Winterton City who got into selling drugs after a failed attempt 
at starting a business.  
J: So, you got into selling because of hurting for money. 
T: Well, yeah. My brother came to me and said if you need money you 
ought to sell what I sell. I never would sell but I was about to lose my 
house, car, kids. So, I wrote a check to a guy and he trusted me and I 
wrote on the bottom of the check, Friday I’ll be back for the check. He 
said, ok. I wrote a $75 check and never looked back from there. When I 
went back on Friday I had about $1600 in my pocket.  
 
Tyrone was eventually successful enough at this that he was able to reinvest his money in a 
small subcontracting business and is now retired and volunteers at the local VA hospital. 
Tyrone was a particularly lucky dealer as he had engaged in the trade for an extended period 
of time and enjoyed some success without experiencing significant levels of legal trouble. 
This could not be said for others who were also motivated to make money and to survive, but 
found themselves making significantly more money than they needed to survive. Dom for 
instance was one of these. He grew up in a context where drug use and dealing were 
prevalent and viewed as an avenue to improve one’s economic position and began selling 




success and was selling significant quantities of crack-cocaine. At that point, Dom says his 
motivation turned from survival to greed.  
Dom - D: Money, that quick cash, right there that day. Like I said you can 
make 30 grand in less than 2 hours and you get greedy with it cuz you see 
all the money in front of you.  
J: That’s crazy, that’s more than what I make in a year.  
D: That’s what I say, like I work you know. Well a person that don’t want 
to put the time in you know what I’m saying most people don’t want to 
put that time in I want to make this fast money. I’ll keep this fast money, 
when your greediness comes you can’t stop it, that’s how it is. It was if 
need the money right here, right now. It wasn’t no job, if I needed 30 
grand I knew what to do, go sell that drug and come right back. It was just 
at that point when you get greedy with the money. When you see all that 
money, it’ you making in like 2 hours then it’s oh my god I can make 
more you know what I’m saying so that’s when you get caught up and get 
greedy. That’s what happened, I got a little too greedy. 
 
Dom was the only dealer from Winterton City that I interviewed that earned this level of 
money, and by his own admission at a certain point his motivation went beyond subsistence 
into greed. However, he still draws boundaries between dealing as an occupation and making 
“fast money”. It was something he did when he needed money, “right now”. Indeed, later in 
our conversation he suggested his dealing was an act of survival, not a desired lifestyle from 
where he drew intangible rewards of status and self-esteem. This perception of his motivation 
and level of identification with drug dealing is shaped by the context he is in and the 
narratives available to him to bring meaning to his experiences. 
Drug Trade and Identity 
The context, both physical and social shaped the motivations of those I spoke with 
that engaged in drug dealing and ultimately informed their identity in relation to dealing. 
Dealers from Two Rivers were more apt to draw on motivations related to desiring a 
particular lifestyle characterized by increased status, partying and freedom. These dealers 




influences as they drew from cultural narratives of drug trade as exciting and enthralling and 
associated with valued material and intangible rewards. Dealers from Winterton City on the 
other hand channeled a culturally available identity standard of a “hustler”. They viewed 
themselves as making the best of a bad situation, and while some were intermittent and 
weakly associated with dealing, they considered dealing a “hustle”, and themselves hustlers 
by extension, in much the same way as those who more fully identified as a dealer. While 
many of the dealers from Winteron City had been exposed to violence ,and some had 
participated in violence themselves, they did not rely on an explicit street identity (Anderson 
1999). Rather than projecting an intimidating street persona, to be a hustler, was to see an 
avenue to make some cash, whether as a quasi-occupation or a way to get through a rough 
patch. Some dealers from Winterton City also called on a “survivor dealer” identity and 
viewed themselves as forced into dealing to make the best of a bad situation. Due to feeling 
coerced into dealing, those that identified with a survivor dealer identity had a weaker 
identification with drug dealing and drug subculture than those who perceived more agency 
in their choice to deal.  
As many of the dealers were entrepreneurial minded in their decision to sell drugs, it 
was this motivation that informed how they viewed themselves as dealers. They did not 
embody a stereotypical street tough. Indeed, several actively characterized themselves in the 
opposite manner. Indeed, Skippy rather comically emblematized this when he described how 
he dealt with those that did not pay up.  
J: What did you do when people didn’t pay back?  
S: uh (laughs), I tried to be a badass. I tried to be like, ‘hey you’re gonna 
need to pay up’, ‘oh sorry, I’ll get it to you eventually’, ‘hey I’m not really 
messing around’, and they’re like, ‘what are you gonna do?’, and ‘well, 
uh, I, I don’t know’ (laughs), ‘I don’t know to be honest… I’ll throw some 




doesn’t even matter, you go up to my house, (mimicking shouting) ‘hey 
he’s selling drugs’, so you got that over me’ (laughs). 
 
While the first few times Skippy got stiffed he tried to pull from cultural repertoires of drug 
dealers as mean, aggressive, and not to be trifled with, he quickly learned this was not a 
strategy that would be met with success. Skippy is White, 25 and from Two Rivers with 
slight physical features that would not allow him to project a tough, street minded dealer 
successfully. His under lying personal motivations, personal dispositions and identity as a 
dealer did not promote violence as a plausible course of action. Instead of intimidation or 
violence, which several of the dealers I spoke with had experienced, far from internalizing a 
street leaning persona as a dealer, he eventually learned to chalk up losses and move on. 
Dealers like him viewed violence as immoral, unnecessary, and inefficient, and recognized 
that it brought unwanted police attention. Thus, dealers incorporate their dealing behaviors 
into their identity in a way that made sense of their experience in the present and what they 
intended to be in the future. The violent part of drug dealer identities, although certainly 
available in the wider cultural repertoire, simply does not fit in more privileged contexts and 
among people with greater life-chances. While it was uncommon, dealers from Winterton 
City were more apt to codeswitch to a “street” leaning identity should the situation arise. All 
that I talked to who had engaged in violence, disliked it, but viewed it as a part of 
maintaining a reputation that was integral to operating a successful business as a drug dealer, 
and not someone who could be “stiffed”, “rolled”, or “jacked”.  
Dealers generally viewed their participation in drug trade positively. The degree to 
which participants identified with their participation positively was also influenced by the 
degree of perceived choice participants had in dealing drugs, as well as the degree to which 




drugs, identification as drug dealer came from the ability to engage in other conventional 
activities that gave them a sense of pride and self-worth they felt they could not achieve 
through more conventional channels. They were able to enjoy both material and symbolic 
rewards from the efforts of their dealing and constructed a “good time dealer” identity due to 
these rewards. For them, dealing was largely a positive and redeeming experience from 
which to build a rewarding sense of identity. Skippy, a former dealer, who stopped after 
finding conventional work he found enjoyable was a good example of this. His background 
as a working class kid whose parents were divorced at a young age provided a context for 
him to reach out to other people for attention, affection, and belonging. Dealing drugs 
provided him with a ready avenue for these efforts. When I asked Skippy how committed he 
was to dealing drugs he responded this way,  
“Um, yeah. I would say that it was part of my persona for a while. I 
enjoyed having all this attention I guess. I enjoyed being needed or 
something like that. Um, it made me feel sort of valued in a way, and I 
was filling a need that I was something that I had never really felt before, 
being someone who supplied amenities, or commodities, that brings joy to 
people. But at the same time, I could be baking cookies for people and I 
would still probably get the same feeling, it’s just that being valued for the 
job that you do, it made me feel like I had a purpose I guess.” 
 
Dealers like Skippy draw a significant sense of satisfaction from their dealings. They 
appreciate the increased attention, the feeling of “filling a need”, and “providing joy to 
people”. These feelings of satisfaction encourage the incorporation of drug dealing into one’s 
identity or “persona” and encourage persistence in the trade. Yet, Skippy noted he could 
likely receive the same intangible rewards from baking. However, as a working class male 
from the Midwest, baking likely did not present itself as a viable course of action to construct 
a meaningful sense of identity that would net returns of affection and pride. Thus, dealing 




including symbolic rewards of pride and status that bound them to the role and promoted 
their persistence in the trade.  
Those from Two Rivers existed in a decidedly different context and practiced dealing 
drugs differently than those in Winterton City. This informed the way they incorporated it 
into their identity. They enjoyed their experience as dealers. They were not trying to scratch 
out a living. They were specifically trying to have fun. In this context, their motivations were 
hedonistic, their rewards material and symbolic, and the depth to which they incorporated 
their dealing activity into their identity was significant. Bryan was a particularly successful 
active dealer at the time of our conversation. From our conversation, Bryan was a likeable 
fellow who seemed almost entirely motivated by money and good times. Yet when I talked to 
Bryan more it became clear that he derived significant intangible rewards from his 
participation in much the same way as Skippy. I asked Bryan how much he thought his drug 
involvement influenced his perception of self and behaviors. He had this to say,  
B: Uh, in middle school I didn’t think of myself so greatly and now I think 
I’m an upstanding citizen and what not.  
J: So, it’s improved your self-esteem?  
B: Oh, yeah. 100%  
J: What do you think about it has improved your perception?  
B: Just smoking makes me feel better. And learning, educating myself 
made me feel like this isn’t bad, you know, I’m providing a service, you 
know, yadda yadda so. 
J: How do you think your life would be different if you’d never gotten into 
drugs.  
B: Oh my god! I could not even. I would be a square. I think, I wouldn’t 
have as much personality I guess that I have. I wouldn’t be so outspoken I 
guess I’d be more of an introvert. I wouldn’t go out and party at the bars 
as heavily as I do. Because a lot of people in even in this town I know 
pretty well. I’ll go to any bar or restaurant and hey, what’s up man? Even 
in the nearby larger city I can do that.  
 
Dealers like Bryan draw improved self-esteem from their participation selling drugs because 




who shower them with affection and shared good times for their service. This stands in stark 
contrast with many of the dealers I spoke to from Winterton City who described significantly 
more tenuous experiences associated with a life of selling drugs. Additionally, Bryan points 
out for those aiming for “life as party” the peer connections one makes are integral to the 
maintenance of such a lifestyle and it is clear he drew pride from his subcultural notoriety.  
 By incorporating their role as dealer into their identity, the actions of participants 
began to be shaped in part by their experiences and the values and modes of perception they 
had gained as dealers. Michael provides an excellent discussion of how his experiences 
ultimately changed him at a fundamental level effecting his identity and decision making 
processes.  
M: Pretty much after that (a previous story about being kidnapped and 
extorted) you know I had a few other crazy things, but uh I had something 
happen to me before that that me and a buddy were shot at over a deal 
gone bad and they were chasing us and he was an older dude at the time 
and I think I was 14, 15 and all he kept telling me was ‘one scenario at a 
time, one scenario at a time, one scenario at a time’. It took me a awhile to 
figure out what he was saying not until I got into some more shifty stuff 
later on in life that I realized, deal with this, deal with this, deal with this, 
and then you’re done.  
J: So do you think that’s influenced how you live your life generally, like 
day to day, week to week?  
M: oh yeah. I’m spontaneous for sure. I could wake up tomorrow and 
leave my job, I’m taking off. Cause you never know when your gonna 
wake up or not wake up. I could die with a trillion dollars in my bank 
account and that doesn’t do me any good. So… 
 
After over a decade of using and dealing various forms of drugs Michael has come to almost 
entirely incorporate the dispositions and values associated with drug trade into his identity. 
His experiences dealing provided for him a template to bring meaning to his experiences and 





The way in which those most deeply embedded in drug networks and subculture 
incorporated the dealing into their identity had real effects for the ways in which they 
practiced the trade. Dealers from Two Rivers generally abstained from dealing crack, meth, 
or heroin as they viewed them negatively. Their motivations for fun, and identity as good 
time dealers, ran oppositional to the cultural narratives they had encountered about the use of 
such drugs and encouraged them to draw boundaries which precluded using and dealing 
them.  
Dealers from Winterton City who viewed their efforts at dealing as a mode of 
survival sold whatever they could find, even if they had some moral qualms about selling 
such drugs. Dealers from Two Rivers could be characterized as “good time dealers”. Those 
from Winterton City pulled from a decidedly different cultural repertoire: hustlers. Because 
of the neighborhood and cultural context that surrounded dealers from Winterton City they 
were more apt to incorporate a hustler mentality into their identity. This is emblematized 
nicely by Jaquon when he says,  
JE: Ultimately for you how much do you think your involvement with 
drug dealing has affected your perception or way you view yourself?  
J: Well, I mean, from I mean like, let’s say if you a hustler you a hustler. 
That’s saying you can make money however you deem necessary. One 
would say, well, I’m going to hustle these drugs when others will say I’m 
going to hustle these clothes, you know what I’m saying. It gave you the 
mentality to become a better salesman.  
 
Jaquon emphasized that the hustler mentality is not about a readiness to violence or 
intolerance to insults characteristic of a “street persona” (Anderson 1999), but rather is about 
“making money however you deem necessary”. For Jaquon, and dealers from Winterton 
City, the context of prevalent neighborhood crime, drugs, and experiences of poverty that 




narrative identity. They were not the sorts of dealers depicted in popular media. It is true that 
some did experience and engage in violence, but none liked or drew any sense of enjoyment 
from these experiences. The effect of having incorporated the dispositions of a “hustler” into 
their narrative identity had ramifications for non-deviant spheres of their life and shaped their 
overall “mentality”. This effect cut across race, ethnicity and gender and seemed to be a 
product of class and residential location. Rose was a White user-dealer from Winterton City 
who explained to me who she was and how she came to know she was a “hustler”.  
R: See I’m a hustler, when I realized I was a good drug dealer, I’ve dealt 
drugs more than I’ve done them. I’m all about the money honey. But I also 
was very fortunate and blessed to have hooked up with the kind of people 
who taught me well. I don’t care what I do, I try to do it to the best of my 
ability and to be good at it. And I made a good drug dealer, I mean not that 
there is a good one but.  
J: But successful. 
R: Yeah. But I’ll never forget my best friend telling me you’ll never be a 
good drug dealer. And, I’m like why not? And he’s, cause you got a 
conscience. And I said that’s why I’m going to be a good one. And he oh, 
and I was a good one. But when my kids got old enough and I didn’t want 
them growing up knowing their mom was a dope dealer and everything, I 
knew they deserved better and I deserved better and everything. So I 
eventually went to try and get help with daycare and such so I could go 
back to school and that ended up blowing up in my face and I lost my two 
kids. 
J: Oh no! 
R: Yeah, because of the fucking justice system. I was such a good drug 
dealer, I took the food stamps so I could be sure I could always feed my 
kids because you cannot depend on drug dealing being a good time. Just 
because you’re dealing doesn’t mean you’ll be getting paid that time as an 
example. I couldn’t prove how I was taking care of these kids and so well 
for so many years so yeah. 
J: How did those experiences and your experiences as a dealer change 
your opinion of yourself? 
R: Well, considering I never, that’s a good question, I never really knew 
who I was for a long time. I never really had a childhood. That’s weird cuz 
until here lately, I never really considered or thought about me even 
though it’s always been about me-if that makes any sense. I guess I never 
really had an opinion about myself until I started… oh gosh, that’s a good 




J: Yes, how did your experience with drugs alter your opinion or how you 
thought of yourself. 
R: Well, I don’t know because before drugs it’s almost like I didn’t exist. 
 
Rose provides an excellent example of how the context she was in from childhood (noted 
above), set the stage for her association with peers who had attitudes conducive to 
involvement with drugs. She noted here how she quickly came to realize she was a “hustler”. 
While she received symbolic rewards from her dealing, she brought meaning to them in a 
significantly different way than did those from Two Rivers. She valued being clandestine and 
begrudged the humble circumstances where she was likely to remain. Rose’s narrative 
described how she viewed herself as a dealer and the type of esteem she generated from it. 
She went on to note how her kids were taken from her, in part, because she was a “good” 
drug dealer, which had the effect of cutting off the only reason she had to go straight, her 
children. The effects of a life lived like this is increased identification with a “hustler” 
mentality and behaviors consonant with that identity. Rose, and others like her, are denied or 
have had removed meaningful, purposefully chosen social identities. To fill that void they 
sometimes construct identities as hustlers in order to maintain a sense of self as someone who 
is strong, independent, and able to make ends meet in predictably permanent, harsh and 
precarious circumstances.  
Dealers who felt they were forced into dealing either because of dire economic 
circumstance or due to the coercive force of a significant other developed a weaker 
association with their drug involvement and less actively incorporated their involvement into 
their identity. They were more apt to call on a “survivor dealer” identity in which dealing 
was viewed as a means to an end, an effort at making ends meet, and a choice forced by 




found those who enjoyed symbolic rewards of pride and social esteem as a consequence of 
their dealing were more active dealers than those that did so to “pay a big bill” or to 
supplement their income in a time of need. Take for instance Rock, a Black user-dealer from 
Winterton City, who suggested his motivation was simply to get some cash to make ends 
meet and his depressed earnings as a dealer negated the intangible rewards he might receive, 
and thus build his identity around.  
J: So, what was the motivation for dealing?  
R: Yeah, get some cash. 
J: How committed to that role, to drug dealing were you?  
R: It was just something that I did for side cash 
J: Side cash?  
R: Side cash. I wasn’t trying to be American Gangster like Denzel 
Washington and go to Vietnam and get it right directly from the source, 
no, no, no (laughs). And that was just something to do. It gave me 
something to start with and it gave me a little starter kit, you know. Put 
one and one together and now you got two. 
 
Because dealers like Rock were just using dealing as a way to get by, to subsist 
economically, or maintain their addiction they did not draw the types of intangible and 
experiential rewards that those who made enough money to spend on lifestyle pursuits did. 
While such participants admitted to their dealing and identified as dealers. They did not do so 
with the same sort of gusto as those who had more fully incorporated dealing drugs into their 
identity. Clearly, privilege shaped the form of drug dealer self-conceptions, and so does 
income from drugs, but there was also difference by context no matter the income level. The 
survivor self-depiction seems more readily available and was more frequently used among 
Winterton City residents. 
It has long been noted that dealing drugs is a highly gendered activity in which those 
that deal are able to enact masculine scripts of behavior. Recently though more attention has 




of dealers in ways that often made their identification with dealing less salient. Specifically, 
women often engaged in dealing at the behest of romantic partners, and while some females 
viewed their dealing positively others viewed it quite negatively. Take Kandy, a Black dealer 
from Two Rivers, who had substantial experience dealing drugs on behalf of a coercive 
boyfriend.  
“I mean, I had a good time but I was also during my abusive relationship 
time, so I would have gave up the money to have my sanity yeah, you 
know what I’m saying but at that time did I, no. You know I just kept 
going, he beat me up today, but he gave me $300 tonight. That was pretty 
much how it was justified, you beat me to abuse me and you pay me to 
just be humble about it.”  
 
Kandy, very much appreciated the money and lifestyle she enjoyed while a dealer, but this 
was also coupled with an abusive relationship, one where her partner required her to sell on 
his behalf. At the time, and under the circumstances Kandy was in, she had accepted this as 
her life. Yet, after roughly a decade of this her boyfriend was sent to prison and Kandy 
quickly pivoted from drug dealer to regular user. For Kandy, and those like her, her identity 
as a dealer was tied up in her romantic relationships and the domineering, coercive, abusive 
force that she encountered as a female inside a chaotic relationship.  
Mothers who felt they had to deal to support their family economically were 
particularly reticent to accept the label of dealer. They viewed dealing drugs as a necessary 
evil in an attempt to provide themselves and their children with the basic necessities of life. 
Athea, a user-dealer from Winterton City was particularly hesitant to embrace an identity as a 
drug dealer as she only dealt when she needed to “supplement her income” or “pay a big 
bill”.  
“Well, I wasn’t a drug dealer, I, well I guess I was. I wasn’t like you know 
somebody who was buying cars or jewelry, I did it every once in a while 




was younger it was to survive, as I got older it was to, I don’t know how 
you would word it, it was to supplement my income.” 
 
Thus, for many women, their identity as drug dealers were linked to obligations associated 
with significant others such as children or romantic partners, and their identification with and 
participation in dealing ceased when these obligations faded. Additionally, Athea emphasized 
the reason she did not more fully identify as a dealer was because she was not experiencing 
the material and symbolic rewards associated with the trade. Thus, differences in motivations 
informed the identity of dealers and ultimately the ways in which they practiced their trade. 
Those that dealt as a matter of survival, and who only slightly incorporated dealing into their 
identity, suggested they sold less drugs than those who enjoyed material and symbolic 
rewards that encouraged their persistence. Women dealers tended to talk about survival, and 
it is probably in part due to their familial obligations in the lower class, as well as their 
relative position in drug dealing networks and subcultures in comparison to men. Due to 
these influences female dealers from Winterton City considered themselves survivors and 





CHAPTER 6.   DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The goals of this study were to examine how physical and social context inform 
individual motivations for involvement with drugs, the meaning brought to involvement, the 
way that people identified with these behaviors and to what consequence. I find participants’ 
understanding of and identification with their drug involvement was significantly shaped by 
cultural context and the influences of race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location. 
These influences informed the narratives available to people that motivate, bring meaning to, 
and shaped how participants identified with drug involvement. Indeed, future research on 
deviant identity and decision making that does not incorporate an understanding of the 
background of offenders and the context offenders move through will draw erroneous 
interpretations from descriptions of situated actions and motives (Mills 1940).   
I drew on the work of Bourdieu (1977;1984;1986;1989;1990;1993) and work from 
the field of narrative criminology (Presser and Sandberg 2015), to provide an explication of 
the motives for drug involvement, the way participants viewed their surroundings to have 
informed their involvement in drugs and how participants constructed an identity in relation 
to their involvement. Bourdieu’s three concepts of habitus, field, and capital were integral for 
how I made sense of participant talk. Recall that “habitus” refers to the underlying 
dispositions and attitudes of individuals that are inculcated on them in early life and inform 
their choices and behaviors. “Fields” are metaphorical spaces of social interaction which 
provide guidelines for interaction for the individuals embedded in them. Subcultures can be 
considered fields of action as they provide roadmaps, rules, or cognitive schemas a person 
uses to orient themselves in social space. “Capital” refers to a host of material (e.g. money) 




themselves within fields of social action which are hierarchically organized. “Narratives” are 
cultural resources which provide templates of identities and actions available to actors in 
social life. Together these theoretical insights provide the concept of “narrative habitus” 
(Fleetwood 2016), which calls attention to the influence of narrative selection as informed by 
differences in habitus, fields of action and levels of capital.  
I found participants’ habitus, or the generative structure working below the level of 
identity was informed by the contexts of their early lives. Their habitus was formed by 
interactions with family and valued peers that shaped their foundational understanding of the 
world, as well as helped structure the fields of action they navigated through. These fields of 
action present their own logics, norms, values and rules for participation, and participants 
learned these rules and norms and incorporated them into their habitus. In doing so, they 
were simultaneously presented with various subcultural narratives from which to bring 
meaning to and construct their narrative identity in relation to their drug involvement. 
Different contexts and fields of action provided different narratives from which participants 
could construct an identity. The influences of individual habitus and differential fields of 
action combined with individual levels of capital informed how participants constructed their 
narrative identity.  
Consider the two lengthy narratives from Rose above. Her early life circumstances 
inscribed on her habitus a dispositional tendency to fend for oneself and stand up to 
perceived abuses. She was fiercely independent and determined to be tough. Such 
dispositions and environment did not foster positive growth and led Rose to use drugs to 
cope with the pain caused by her relationships with her family. Once ingratiated and invested 




own prior experience onto and associate with herself. Due to Rose’s habitus, valuing 
independence and self-reliance, she selected a “hustler” narrative to bring meaning to her 
experience and constructed a hustler identity in relation to her use and dealing. An identity as 
a “good time dealer” was simply not available to Rose. She did not have the economic or 
cultural capital necessary to sidestep issues with addiction and the legal system. An identity 
as a “survivor dealer” would not have suited Rose either. Her habitus, or her underlying 
dispositional and attitudinal characteristics, would not allow her to draw from a survivor 
narrative that would have emphasized her lack of agency and choice. Rather Rose’s fiercely 
independent disposition, her habitus, encouraged her to call on a subculturally prevalent 
“hustler” mentality to construct a purposely chosen and meaningful identity. Her success as a 
dealer provided her with field specific symbolic capital that allowed her to maintain a hustler 
identity which those that tried and failed at the trade could not possess. Rose’s case provides 
an illustrative account of how habitus, fields of action, capital and narratives can coalesce 
into a narrative habitus that informs identity and decision making.  
I found drug use and identification with drug use was more positively tinged for 
White, working class individuals from Two Rivers who had experienced few negative 
consequences from their use. Their experiences of insulation in a working class suburb in the 
Midwest where it was “boring” provided a context where people, specifically young men, 
sought to construct a meaningful sense of identity that contrasted with the humdrum of their 
everyday lives. Most of the drug users I talked to from Two Rivers had a habitus which 
provided them a perception of their community as “boring” and drugs as mechanism to deal 
with mundane life through excitement and fun. With this habitus, shaped by their immediate 




minded peers with shared understandings of drugs extending beyond pharmacological 
effects. In these groups, they were presented with the subcultural dispositions, values and 
rules that are the substance of social fields. Here, the subcultural field presented narratives of 
use that allowed participants to construct specific forms of identity associated with drug 
involvement, which justify it as harmless, playful, or valuable. The exact form or content of 
any participant’s unique narrative identity was formed at the intersections of their habitus, 
fields of action, and levels of capital. Users from Two Rivers had significantly more 
economic, social and cultural capital than did those from Winterton City. These differences, 
along with differential neighborhood context, shaped the fields of action available to 
participants and, in turn, the narratives available for them to construct a meaningful identity. 
Due to these constellation of differences, the way people brought meaning to their behavior 
varied, but important markers of identity including race/ethnicity, class and gender were also 
important and shaped the meaning of drugs and how participants identified with their drug 
involvement. Many users from Two Rivers were able to construct identities in relation to 
their use, while drawing on narratives of fun, hedonism and rebellion. These findings are in 
line with other researchers who note these are attributes that are particularly valued among 
White, working class males and can explain both their participation and the degree to which 
they incorporated their drug use into their identity (Collison 1996). I found women also 
called on party narratives to construct their identities as drug users, but it seemed their 
identification was less intense. Thus, drug users from Two Rivers were apt to construct a 
party identity in relation to their drug use regardless of gender, but to varying degrees of 




Alternatively, drug users from Winterton City who were able to cast themselves 
against extreme forms of drug use and addiction, constructed a “responsible drug user” 
identity in relation to their drug use which drew on ideals of moderation. Drug use was not 
cast as wild, joyful and exploratory, but more often as an escape from reality, a fact of life, or 
a way to cope with the stressors of everyday life. Boundary work in which users constructed 
an identity by casting themselves against “addicts” or “junkies” was rarely done by White 
working or middle class individuals but regularly engaged in by people of color and 
Winterton City residents. However, positive valuations of drug use and self, regardless of the 
form they took on, were only projected by those with the capital to claim they were not drug 
addicts. Addicts drew from different narrative repertoires to provide, largely negative, 
meaning to their experience as drug users. While only a small number from Two Rivers 
talked of addiction relative to those from Winterton City, addiction seems to bring its own 
way of talking about drugs to the forefront across contexts. While some participants did 
become addicts, there is little analytic value in grouping all those who identify as addicts 
together. Thus, I noted some of the ways gender intersected with drug use and addiction in 
ways that informed how people identified as drug users, such as the super mom versus failing 
mom distinction discussed above.  
While not all those who had traumatic, chaotic or emotionally cold upbringings were 
motivated to cope with these experiences through drug use and incorporate a consonant 
conception of themselves as drug users, this was common in my sample. Specifically, this 
was most common amongst those from Winterton City, regardless of race/ethnicity or 
gender. Lacking significant capital of any kind, and surrounded by adverse experiences, they 




motivate their use and bring meaning to their identities as users. Even those participants from 
Winterton City who enjoyed their drug involvement in some ways had negative perceptions 
of it in general. This stands in stark contrast to views that were more frequent among Two 
Rivers residents who often considered their drug use to have enriched their lives. Even those 
with hardships in Two Rivers were likely to cast the positives of drug involvement similar to 
those around them, rather than seeing their use as a reaction to misery or an emotional coping 
mechanism. It has been noted elsewhere that individuals can construct different narratives 
around the same experiences (Chafe 1980). Indeed, Reissman (1993:64) notes, “It is always 
possible to narrate the same events in radically different ways, depending on the values and 
interests of the narrator. Telling about complex and troubling events should vary because the 
past is a selective reconstruction. Individuals exclude experiences that undermine the current 
identities they wish to claim.” I provide evidence which shows how participants construct 
“radically different” narratives of similar experiences, in part, as a product of navigating 
different social fields which provide them different narratives with which to construct 
narratives consonant with the identity they are able to project. All users would like to 
maintain a positive, rewarding sense of identity in the face of their drug use, but only some 
are able. Powers (2018) has discussed there exist few positive narratives of drug use from 
which people of color can understand their drug use and historically, drug users of color have 
dealt with cultural narratives of “drug brutes”. I would suggest the same can be said for those 
of economic disadvantage. Lacking economic, social and cultural capital, the only way one 
can construct a positive identity despite their drug use is to accrue and project subculturally 
valued symbolic capital, most notably the ability to maintain functionality in daily life and 




use was simply not possible for people of color, particularly those of economic disadvantage. 
When these narratives did emerge in popular culture like the Cheech and Chong films 
mentioned by Adrian, as well as Powers (2018), they showed drug users of color using 
almost exclusively cannabis to cartoonish effects. This is certainly not in line with the types 
of spiritual or personal awakenings associated with the “psychedelic exception” (Powers 
2018), extended to the more extreme forms of use by White people in popular media and 
culture (e.g. Ram Das, Terrence McKenna, Hunter S. Thompson, note all are male). Thus, 
the prevalence and salience of cultural narratives, intervening social identities (e.g. mother), 
and the forms of capital people possess dictate which narratives people can use to construct 
their narrative identity.  
 Gender was particularly important for the ways in which participants incorporated 
their lives as drug users into their identity. Gender roles and obligations are inscribed on 
peoples’ habitus (McNay 1999), at young ages and predispose them to value certain 
characteristics in themselves. By “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987), they enact 
these gender roles and project a gendered social identity. Drug user is also a social identity 
and at the intersection of drug user and gender, I find that both men and women pull from 
gender expectations. They use these gendered obligations and role expectations to bring 
meaning to their drug use and construct their identity.  
I find that men more actively “do gender” through their drug use. They project 
attitudes of rebelliousness, independence, and bravery that are hallmarks of hegemonic 
masculinity. Alternatively, while women “do gender” while doing drugs, women also use 
gender norms and expectations to evaluate their behaviors and inform the way they have 




interesting to note, participants in these cases were engaged in the same sorts of drug related 
behaviors. The ability for them to pull from narratives of motherhood that intersected with 
positive narratives of drug use was because they possessed levels of cultural or symbolic 
capital that helped them navigate experiences with police, child welfare, and the streets. This 
allowed them to maintain “functionality” as a drug user, and in some cases, construct an 
identity as a “super mom”. Thus, constructing an identity in relation to their drug use was 
less a matter of behavior and more a matter of an individual’s unique habitus, and the 
possession of various capitals and experiences that conditioned the narratives they might use 
to bring meaning to their behavior. 
Few dealers I spoke to seem interested in stylistic displays of wealth or power but 
rather viewed themselves and their behaviors with an entrepreneurial spirit. Almost none 
embodied a street persona (Anderson 1999). This stands in contrast to what others have noted 
who study drug dealers (Sandberg 2008). This is likely because there are a multitude of ways 
a person can present oneself as a dealer and multiple subcultural forms one can draw from to 
construct a meaningful sense of identity. As noted above, much of these differences can be 
attributed to individual differences in habitus, levels of capital and various fields of action to 
which the actor may be exposed. It is certainly the case that many dealers do pull from 
subculturally available narratives of a stereotypical street identity but this was not common 
among those that I talked to, even those that had violent experiences. My sample consisted of 
a wide variety of dealers, and the few street leaning dealers I talked to is likely representative 
relative to larger proportion of “regular” users and dealers who do not embody the stereotype 
of the corner crew boss from open-air drug markets. It is likely that there are many more 




The differences which emerged in the way dealers articulated their experiences 
related to the lifestyle that selling drugs provided them, and which in part, motivated their 
participation: conspicuous consumption and survival. Dealers from Two Rivers enjoyed their 
experience as dealers both for the monetary and intangible rewards associated with their 
efforts. For these good time dealers who already had the basic necessities of life, dealing was 
viewed as an enthralling activity in which one could build a rewarding sense of identity when 
their conventional life lacked any such avenue. Those dealers from Two Rivers that had 
economic capital prior to dealing were able to increase their levels of capital and enjoy 
intangible rewards of status, respect, and esteem. Ultimately, because of their insulation and 
privilege they were able to avoid serious ramifications for their actions. As a byproduct, 
many incorporated the dispositional and attitudinal qualities associated with being a good 
time dealer with real effects for their motivations and actions related and unrelated to drugs, 
as noted by participants above like Michael.  
Dealers from Winterton City on the other hand were apt to consider their participation 
in dealing an act of survival. Even those who were successful at the trade and dealt more than 
to simply subsist had to deal with the dangers of being robbed, assaulted, or arrested on a 
daily basis. They also knew that their economic prospects and situations were precarious. 
Those without economic capital prior to dealing, and who engaged in dealing as a way to 
“survive”, did not have the same insulation and privilege as the counterparts from Two 
Rivers. They were apt to draw on narratives of hard living to contextualize, motivate and 
bring meaning to dealing. Some of these dealers considered themselves hustlers and by doing 
so turned their circumstances of disadvantage into evidence of their ability. They could make 




of a number of various “hustles” required to get by. Indeed, some participants mentioned an 
interview with me for an hour at $50 remuneration was a hustle in itself. However, 
participants did note it was through sustained experience in the subcultural world of drug 
dealing that they had learned how to hustle. Their lives and place taught this sort of fast and 
constant opportunism. Thus, participants incorporated the dispositions and attitudes related to 
drug dealing in a way that allowed them to view themselves in a positive light despite 
behavior and circumstances. Some dealers though were simply surviving, and could be called 
“survivor dealers”. These dealers perceived much less agency in their choice to deal and 
many felt coerced into dealing drugs to avoid degrading and humiliating experiences 
associated with poverty and life on the streets. While survivor dealers and hustlers often 
engaged in similar forms of use and sales, they drew from distinctly different subcultural 
narratives to bring meaning to their experiences and identities. Much like their counterparts 
from Two Rivers, the effect of their dealing was to reproduce, or fall from, the social position 
they had before they began the trade. Indeed, this is why many users from Winterton City 
noted they did not deal drugs despite their economic situation. They could not afford the risk 
to their social status, freedom, or dreams of upward mobility. While this may be true for all 
participants, those from Winterton City would be significantly more effected by any losses of 
freedom, opportunity, or future earning potential.  
There are several limitations related to this research. The sample, while large by 
qualitative research standards, lacks sufficient size to yield large enough comparison groups 
to split analysis in several desirable ways. First, I was unable to locate enough female dealers 
from Two Rivers to make any confident inferences about the way in which White, working 




incorporated it into their identity. This is particularly unfortunate as there is a paucity of 
research on this subject. Second, while there is race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential 
location variation in the sample, it is somewhat collapsed into residential location. This was 
inescapable as a study incorporating and analyzing all of this variation would need to be very 
large. It is best to see residents of Winterton City or Two Rivers as indicative of many 
variables. Largely, participants from Two Rivers were White, working to middle class 
individuals, while the significant majority of those from Winterton City were Black people of 
economic disadvantage. This collapsing of variation makes it more difficult to infer salient 
differences in the way participants understood context, motivated their drug involvement, 
brought meaning to their behaviors and incorporated it into their identity across 
race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location. Additionally, I interviewed very few 
people of color who were not Black. Only a small handful of participants identified as any 
other racial or ethnic background than White or Black. Thus, this study cannot speak to the 
varied and nuanced ways that being Latinx for instance, informs motivation and identity as 
they relate to drug involvement. Additionally, this study is retrospective and asked 
participants to go back, sometimes decades, into their memories for how they remember 
perceiving things when they were younger or in a haze of drug intoxication. Within narrative 
criminology, these last concerns are not viewed as particularly problematic, as identities are 
inherently reconstructive endeavors in which people draw from the past to develop a sense of 
who they are. The factual veracity of accounts is relatively unimportant. More important are 
the ways perceptions of the past inform identity in the present and motivate action in the 
future (Presser and Sandberg 2015). Despite other limitations noted here, the research 




involved with drugs develop an association with drugs, bring meaning to their use and 
incorporate meaning into their identity across their lifecourse.  
This study has significant implications for research, theory, practice and policy. This 
study is among the first qualitative criminological studies to provide an empirically driven 
examination of the ways race/ethnicity, class, gender and residential location intersect to 
inform deviant identity and decision making. Moreover, the findings provide evidence that 
deviant identities are not situationally constructed and enacted. Instead, deviant behaviors are 
incorporated into an individual’s pre-existing identity and are shaped by important markers 
of social identity and local context. Future research on drug use and dealing should 
investigate more closely the nuanced influences of race/ethnicity, class, gender and 
residential location in a way that can be sensitive to each and their relation to motivations to 
use or deal. These may provide the most pragmatic of research implications regarding 
intervention and desistance. Additionally, future research may want to turn more attention to 
the role of parenthood in drug use and dealing. While the influence of motherhood was not a 
focus initially, female participants’ discussion of it made it important for analysis. Only a few 
male participants discussed obligations of fatherhood and research on how fatherhood 
intersects and informs involvement with drugs is limited (for an exception see, Grundetjern, 
Copes and Sandberg In Press).  
I suggest identification with drug involvement becomes important for an individual’s 
sense of identity, which motivates their persistence beyond the pharmacological influences of 
use. While the experience of social and economic disadvantage certainly creates barriers to 
desistance, I would add that the development of a salient, socially meaningful identity around 




issue with their behavior, has developed important peer connections due to their 
participation, has experienced little repercussions and, in fact, views their drug use as 
something that contributes to their happiness, satisfaction and contentment it seems natural to 
continue the association. Theoretically the research presented here shows the empirical limits 
of a perspective like narrative criminology when not fused with a perspective like 
Bourdieu’s, which can explain how people can incorporate drug involvement into their 
identity in different ways while existing in similar social conditions. People choose the 
narratives they live by, they do not passively receive cultural narratives, and in doing so they 
enact and reproduce their chosen identities and associated dispositions and values. To put it 
simply, one’s habitus informs the narratives individuals will choose to orient their 
experience, from the fields they are present in, and from what is locally common.  While the 
examination of narratives was key to this study, Bourdieu’s conceptual tools provide a more 
fully elucidated understanding of choice and identity in relation to crime. Additionally, I 
provide evidence that while both men and women “do gender” by acting out norms of 
masculinity and femininity with their drug involvement, women also use norms of femininity 
as an evaluative standard for their identity. Finally, the results presented above provide rich 
insight for lifecourse criminology’s understanding of the development of deviant identities, 
their evolution across the lifecourse and their effect on deviant and non-deviant spheres of 
life.   
The results presented here may provide insight into drug prevention and rehabilitation 
efforts. Indeed, understanding motivations of individuals who use or sell drugs will allow 
practitioners to address the types of attitudes and beliefs that lend themselves to drug 




can adequately address the antecedents of drug involvement not only negatively effects drug 
users, but extends to society in both social and economic burdens. I found that those who 
existed at the intersection of multiple disadvantages were most negatively affected by their 
involvement. Their lack of economic and social support made it harder for them to manage as 
they dealt with the daily realities of drug use and life in disorganized neighborhoods. 
Conversely, the privilege of those from Two Rivers buffered them from the negatives 
associated with drug involvement and today many are leading prosocial and productive lives 
with various levels of drug involvement. Thus, the experience of economic disadvantage and 
social exclusion is a significant factor in determining the lifecourse trajectory of those 
involved with drugs. Efforts aimed at addressing these concerns will have the effect of 
reducing drug use and curbing the deleterious effects of drugs. Indeed, female dealers in 
disadvantaged circumstances would be most swayed from their involvement by programs 
aimed at providing them with economic independence in perpetuity, as well as support for 
experiences of sexual and domestic abuse.  
 All people desire socially rewarding and meaningful identities. Yet people are not 
entirely free to be who they want. The way people understand and talk about themselves is 
conditioned by their habitus, capitals and the fields of action which present them with salient 
narratives and templates for identity construction. Influences of race/ethnicity, class and 
gender impose upon actors, their decision-making processes and how they view themselves, 
making understanding any individual person’s identity an onerous task. Instead, I have 
presented several ideal-type identities that circulate within drug subcultures which users and 
dealers use to construct a meaningful identity, discussed the various conditions under which 




identities impose upon the narrative identity actors possess. The identities presented herein 
by participants are more than post-hoc rationalizations, they are socially contextualized, 
purposely constructed, meaningful markers of identification that give shape to people’s sense 
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